




















© 2019 Lauren Applebaum 




























ELUSIVE MATTER, MATERIAL BODIES: AMERICAN ART IN THE AGE OF 





















Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements  
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Art History  
in the Graduate College of the  












 Associate Professor Terri Weissman, Chair  
 Associate Professor Jennifer A. Greenhill, Director of Research 
Associate Professor Kevin Hamilton 










This dissertation examines how American art engaged new electronic media during the 
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, when techno-utopian desires for global harmony and 
interconnection surged throughout American culture, encouraged by the advent of the 
electromagnetic telegraph. While the fluid transmission of information over vast distances 
offered the democratic ideal of interconnectedness, its dematerialized process eluded public 
understanding. Responding to this tension, artists and craftsmen of the period adapted new 
communicative strategies and formal languages to traditional materials and modes of creative 
expression—from landscape and genre paintings to quilts and decorative desk sets—to help 
translate this elusive process into material form. By approaching these practices as both artistic 
mediums and communication media (through the lens of media theory and material culture 
studies), my project addresses the broader cultural implications of social technologies during the 
period, still relevant in our current digital age—the porousness of domestic and national 
boundaries; questions of access and privacy; and the development of global markets and power 
structures within these seemingly egalitarian spaces.   
My research contributes to a growing investment across the humanities in the 
aesthetics—and material manifestation—of electronic media. Within the field of art history, this 
investment has predominately been devoted to the emergence of the information age and the 
implementation of New Media in contemporary art practices. My project, however, investigates 
the understudied formative stage in electronic media. While the prevailing narratives on social 
technologies in this period address the way in which devices like the telegraph contributed to a 
 iii 
new anti-pastoral content in visual culture through the portrayal of telegraph poles and wires, I 
examine how a diverse range of creative expressions by Frederic Church, Enoch Wood Perry, 
and Louis C. Tiffany theorized the social impact of communication technologies, as acts of 
transmission themselves. Beginning in 1865, with the imminent completion of the transatlantic 
telegraph, and ending in 1918, with the rise of AT&T, this dissertation revises existing notions of 
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“What whispers are these O lands, running ahead of you, passing under the 
seas?  Are all nations communing?  Is there going to be but one heart to the globe?  Is 
humanity forming en-masse?” Walt Whitman asked in Drum-Taps, positing the 
techno-utopian promise of “the electric telegraph…[which] interlinks all geography, all 
lands.”1 Although Drum-Taps, published in 1865, was written with explicit reference 
to the Civil War, Whitman’s musings allude to more than just the prospect of national 
unification. The American poet rather puts forth a more expansive, all-encompassing 
vision of humanity through his idealistic notion of a new globalized society, in which 
“all geography, all lands” are harmoniously interconnected by modern technology. 
Indeed, in addition to the Civil War, this period was also marked by earth-shattering 
developments in telecommunication. While the transcontinental railroad and the 
telegraph symbolically unified an otherwise war-torn country, the transatlantic 
telegraph cable—laid between 1858 and 1866—established early notions of a 
technologically interconnected world (fig. 1). The cable stretched from New York, up 
the eastern coast of North America to Newfoundland, across the North Atlantic Ocean 
to Valentia, Ireland, and down to London, connecting the two major centers of 
                                                
1 Walt Whitman, “Years of the Unperform’d,” Drum-Taps (New York: 1865): 53-54. 
Later revised and renamed “Years of the Modern.” 
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international trade. From that point forward, delays in transoceanic communication had 
gone from two weeks by steamer to ten minutes.  The nearly instant transmission of 
information across the North Atlantic promised not only the syncing of international 
markets and the control of commerce, but was expected by many to bring the world 
into closer harmony.2   
These techno-utopian aspirations were widely expressed in popular and 
scientific journals of the period. Known as “the event of the century,” the first 
transatlantic message sent from President James Buchanan to Queen Victoria on 
August 16th, 1858 declared that the Atlantic cable “is a triumph more glorious, because 
far more useful to mankind, than was ever won by conquer on the field of battle.”3 
Building upon these sentiments, a contributor for Harper’s Weekly wrote days later, 
“Now that the Atlantic Telegraph is an accomplished fact, the question which seems to 
vex the public mind most sorely is—What effects will it produce on international 
relations, on trade, on society at large?...Is there any reason to suppose, as many do, 
that the wire will prove an invincible peace-maker?”4 The mechanics of telegraphy—
the weightless and massless transmission of electromagnetic waves—eluded public 
                                                
2 The technology historians Bernard Finn and Vary T. Coates have described the 
colossal significance of the Atlantic Telegraph, comparing it to the twentieth-century 
moonwalk, or the advent of the Internet. It was the greatest spectacle of the nineteenth 
century, as demonstrated by the copious amount of speculation, celebration, and praise 
it received in the popular press of the period. See Vary T. Coates and Bernard Finn, A 
Retrospective Assessment: Submarine Telegraphy, The Transatlantic Cable of 1866 
(San Francisco: San Francisco Press, Inc., 1979): 125. 
 
3 “The Telegraphic Message of Queen Victoria and President Buchanan,” published in 
Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (August 28, 1858): 191. 
 
4 Harper’s Weekly (Saturday, August 14, 1858): 514. 
 
 3 
understanding; this dematerialized medium was cast in popular science during the 
1850s as an “imponderable agent,” and nineteenth-century commentators fixated 
instead on its hardware—itself no doubt a major feat of engineering, as seen in the 
diagram of the cable’s construction in the “Chart of the Submarine Atlantic Telegraph” 
(see fig. 1). In the “side view” of the Atlantic cable, “with the covering laid bare,” 
(located at the lower right corner) viewers of the map are shown the outer coating “of 
13 wires 7 strands each”; a second layer of “rope & yarn soaked in Tar”; a third layer 
of “Gutta Percha 3 coats”; and the fourth and inner most layer of “Telegraph wire 7 in 
number.”5 Weighing one ton per mile, the 2,500 linear miles of insulated copper wire 
conducting the current across the ocean floor invariably stood in for the forces at work, 
which eluded representation.   
Just after the momentous transatlantic message in August 1858, Charles L. 
Tiffany, founder of Tiffany & Company announced his purchase of the entire surplus 
of the Atlantic telegraph submarine cable, which had just been laid across the ocean 
floor, connecting Europe and the United States with nearly instant communication for 
the first time. Capitalizing on the cultural import of this event, Tiffany severed the 
excess cable into four-inch pieces mounted with brass ferrules and sold them as fifty-
cent souvenirs “in order to place it within the reach of all classes, and that every family 
in the United States may possess a specimen of this wonderful mechanical curiosity,” 
                                                
5 For more on technical advances in the making of undersea cable see, for example, 
“Mode of Connecting Telegraph Cables,” Scientific American 13 (March 13, 1858): 
213; and Donald Murray, “How Cables Unite the World: The Growth of Vast Systems 
of Submarine Telegraphy, with the Story of Recent Achievements in Swift Automatic 
Transmission,” in World’s Work 4 (July 1902): 2298-2309. 
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read the New York Times advertisement (figs. 2-3).6  Each piece included a copyrighted 
certificate of authentication “that it is cut from the genuine cable,” signed by Cyrus W. 
Field, Esq., founder of the Atlantic Cable Company (fig. 4). The jeweler’s impulse to 
objectify this abstract process of transmission—“whispers passing under the seas,” as 
Whitman muses—distorted the cable’s intended purpose by rendering it a collectible 
segment, a handheld icon whose electric power had been disabled.  Furthermore, the 
individual’s desire to “possess” the ungraspable electric matter as a commodity 
complicated the democratic ideal of interconnectedness that it promised to yield.  
This tension between Whitman’s notion of ‘whispering’ forces and Tiffany’s 
clunky—if not paradoxical—cable souvenir exemplify the central concerns of my 
dissertation, which explores the intersection between American art and changing 
paradigms of social connection engendered by the rise of electronic telecommunication 
practices. In many ways this might seem like a contemporary topic—as we in the 
twenty-first century are immersed in the rapid development of digital communication 
and social media, this intersection has become more pervasive than ever in recent 
years. American artists, however, have long been engaging “new” or electronic media, 
since its initial development in the mid-nineteenth century, when these techno-utopian 
desires for global harmony and interconnection first surged throughout American 
society, encouraged by the advent of the electromagnetic telegraph. The fluid 
transmission of information over vast distances during this period promised to 
overcome structural binaries that defined such social categories as national identity, 
gender relations, and class. Artistic production, however, articulates the complications 
                                                
6 Tiffany & Co. advertisement, The New York Times (Aug. 21, 1858).  
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belying such aspirations. Due to its powerful yet imperceptible form, the elusive matter 
of electronic media became the very figure for these complications. Responding to this 
tension, artists and craftsmen of the period adapted new communicative strategies and 
formal languages to traditional materials and modes of creative expression—from 
landscape and genre paintings to quilts and decorative desk sets—to help translate this 
elusive process into material form. Though invisible as a raw material, its presence in 
the spaces between social and national bodies is deeply inscribed in material and visual 
culture, in the form of a handheld souvenir, or—less concretely—as vaporous light, 
iridescence, and geometric dissolution. 
 
ELECTRONIC MEDIATION IN AMERICAN VISUAL CULTURE 
The relationship between art and technology during the period, as the art 
historian Karl Kusserow notes in his essay on “Memory, Metaphor, and Meaning in 
Daniel Huntington’s Atlantic Cable Projectors,” was widely contested, “with some 
maintaining their similarity and others insisting on an essential disparity.”7 An 1865 
article in the journal The New Path entitled “Science and Its Relations to Art” speaks to 
the tension over this debate in the arts, espousing the inextricable link between the two 
fields. “Science is the base of theory and experience which must necessarily underlie 
all arts and trades. As such, Art and Science are never at strife, but co-operate and 
mutually assist each other. Without Art, our Science would be of no avail, and we 
                                                
7 Karl Kusserow, “Memory, Metaphor, and Meaning in Daniel Huntington’s Atlantic 
Cable Projectors,” in Picturing Power: Portraiture and Its Uses in the New York 




should be slain by theory. Without Science, our Art would be empiricism, and we 
should be stifled by ignorance.”8 Indeed artistic production had engaged electronic 
mediation and communication technology since its inception. With scientific 
investigations of electricity in the mid- to late-eighteenth century, most famously 
detailed in Benjamin Franklin’s Experiments and Observations on Electricity (1751), 
the force became a broadly used metaphor in American visual culture.9 While the 
scientific community was harnessing the material for technological purposes, it was 
also a powerful symbol for the invisible, impalpable, and indescribable aspects of 
human experience. “Electricity was simultaneously and variously conceived of as a 
material fluid, as a spiritual medium, as a disembodied force, and these various 
conceptions supported considerations about the relationship between physical vitality 
and electricity, as it came to be seen as identical to or analogous with both the nervous 
fluid and life itself, ” writes the literary scholar Paul Gilmore in his study of electricity 
and American Romanticism.10  
As the era of Enlightenment converged with the tumultuous intensity that 
defined Romanticism, works like Benjamin West’s posthumous portrait of Benjamin 
Franklin Drawing Electricity from the Sky, painted in 1816, demonstrate early artistic 
engagements with the force of electricity through representations of it as a harnessed 
                                                
8 “Science in Its Relations to Art,” The New Path 2 (November 1865): 169. 
 
9 Benjamin Franklin, Experiments and Observations on Electricity, Made at 
Philadelphia in America (London: E. Cave at St. John’s Gate, 1871). 
 
10 Paul Gilmore, Aesthetic Materialism: Electricity and American Romanticism (Palo 
Alto: Stanford University Press, 2009): 6. 
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medium (fig. 5).11 In this work commemorating Franklin’s 1752 experiment, which 
proved that lightning was a manifestation of electricity, the polymath and founding 
father is deeply engaged at the height of his experiment’s dramatic intensity. 
Surrounded by busy cherub-assistants dutifully operating his equipment as if by divine 
providence, the calm intellectual Franklin is heroically seated, windblown upon a mass 
of thunderous clouds. His outstretched right arm is raised to meet the fabled key, 
attached to the kite flying amid a violent storm, just at the moment when the spark of 
electricity generated by a strike of lightning passes through it. Signaling his control 
over the powerful force, his hand grasps the raw electricity, which has been harnessed 
and channeled by his own device. In this, perhaps the first picture of lightning as an 
explicit instrumental tool for human technology rather than a symbol of divine 
intervention, the divine is also harnessed by science and deployed to technological 
ends.  
The intersection between both artistic and electronic mediation is perhaps 
nowhere more concretely defined than in Samuel F. B. Morse’s “Experimental 
Telegraph” (fig. 6). Shortly after completing his Gallery of the Louvre (1831-33), the 
painter-turned-inventor of the electromagnetic telegraph built his first prototype of a 
telegraph receiver in 1837 using one of his canvas stretchers, literally combining the 
                                                
11 Michael Gaudio explores portrayals of lightning and tumult in earlier Enlightenment 
era portraits of Benjamin Franklin, offering insight into how pictures created in this 
time of rationality could be excessive. Gaudio draws upon Franklin’s own experiment 
“involving an electrified portrait of the king of England, a performance he called the 
‘magical picture.’” See Gaudio, “Magical Pictures; or Observations on Lightning and 
Thunder, Occasion’d by a Portrait of Dr. Franklin,” in Picturing, ed. Rachael Z. DeLue, 
Terra Foundation Essays 1 (Chicago: Terra Foundation for American Art, Chicago, 
distributed by University of Chicago Press, 2016): 32; 84-113.  
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structural supports for the two modes of communication into a single object.12 As 
Morse detailed in a reflection of his invention, “I needed a proper support for the 
machinery on which to arrange the various disconnected parts. A stretching-frame for 
canvas…(having a bar across the middle), which stood unemployed in my atelier, 
suggested to me a rough but convenient method of putting into operation the printing 
or marking of the signs.”13 While instinctively recognizing the structural similarities 
between the painter’s and the telegrapher’s process of and support for mark-making, 
this device demonstrates that the relationship between art and electronic media was not 
necessarily a causal one, with technological innovations driving change in artistic 
expression. Rather, the arts, too—as asserted in the above article from The New Path—
inspired innovation in the fields of science and technology. There was a dialogue that 
existed between them.  
Visual culture, however, continued to struggle with how to account for the 
spatial implications—and social realities—of the telegraph in visual representation. 
With the advent of the telegraph in the mid-nineteenth century connecting disparate 
individuals over vast stretches of distance, electronic media were widely viewed as 
                                                
12 For more on Morse’s overlapping interests in art and technology, see Samuel F. B. 
Morse’s Gallery of the Louvre and the Art of Invention, ed. Peter John Brownlee 
(Chicago: Terra Foundation for American Art, 2014), especially the essays, “Inscribing 
Information, Inscribing Memories: Morse, Gallery of the Louvre, and the 
Electromagnetic Telegraph,” by Jean-Philippe Antoine, and “Painting and Technology: 
Morse and the Visual Transmission of Intelligence,” by Richard Read. 
 
13 Samuel F. B. Morse, quoted in James D. Reid, The Telegraph in America: Morse 
Memorial (New York: John Polhemus Publisher, 1886): 53. 
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“annihilating space and running in advance of time.”14 An illustration commemorating 
“the laying of the cable,” for example, allegorizes the first transmitted message 
overseas in August 1858, portraying Brother Jonathan and John Bull—figures for the 
U.S. and Great Britain (fig. 7). The American and British steamers, “Niagara” and 
“Agamemnon,” which transported the cable across either side of the ocean (meeting in 
the middle) are portrayed in the cartoon’s background. The two figures stand at arm’s 
length on opposite shores, shaking hands over a radically abbreviated choppy sea. 
Their communion is enveloped in a stormy, lightning-streaked atmosphere. The 
goodwill that the two express toward one another is generated by the electromagnetic 
energy between them, channeled by the Atlantic telegraph cable, which is outstretched 
on the water’s surface between the two ships. Threads of dialogue stream from their 
mouths, seen in the text boxes in each of the upper corners. As Brother Jonathan says, 
“Glad to grasp your hand, uncle John!...May the feeling of Friendship…be like the 
electric current which now unites our lands, and links our destiny with yours! May our 
hearts always beat together; and with one pulse!”15 Such representational strategies, 
relying upon allegory, presume that the space between conversing parties no longer 
matters, or even exists.  
                                                
14 “The Magnetic Telegraph: Some of Its Results,” Littell’s Living 6 (July 26, 1845): 
194-95.   
 
15 Much of the scholarship addressing the intersections between art and communication 
technologies continues to rely heavily on iconographic modes of interpretation. In her 
recent work on Arthur Dove, Rachael Z. DeLue has addressed the correspondence 
between art and social connection, drawing parallels between Dove’s life and 
biography as an avid phonograph listener, for example, and iconographic elements in 
his paintings that seem to represent that technology’s mechanics. See DeLue, Arthur 
Dove: Always Connect (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016): 147-189. 
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As a Philadelphia paper stated of the telegraph in 1846, “This extraordinary 
discovery leaves, in our country, no elsewhere—it is all here: it makes the pulse at the 
extremity beat—throb for throb and in the instant—with that at the heart….In short, it 
will make the whole land one being—a touch upon any part will—like the wires—
vibrate over all.”16 Morse, himself wrote in 1838 that, “It would not be long ere the 
whole surface of this country would be channeled for those nerves which are to diffuse, 
with the speed of thought, a knowledge of all that is occurring throughout the land; 
making, in fact, one neighborhood of the whole country.”17 Even in the twentieth 
century, the media theorist Marshall McLuhan’s teleological notion of technological 
advancement and his concept of the “global village” are very closely in-sync with 
nineteenth-century views on the societal effects of electronic media.18 But the appeal of 
McLuhan’s humanistic approach is not without its problems.  
Contrary to his sense that electronic media create a “tribalized” space that 
renders physical distance obsolete, I am specifically interested in these in-between 
spaces where the information transfer takes place. Indeed, Roland Wenzlhuemer makes 
the important point in his study entitled Connecting the Nineteenth-Century World: The 
Telegraph and Globalization that, “Space cannot be annihilated.” New technologies, 
                                                
16 Cited in, “The Nerve of the Continent,” Philadelphia North American, January 15, 
1846. 
 
17 Samuel F. B. Morse to the House Committee on Commerce, February 15, 1838, in U.S. 
House, Committee on Commerce, Electro-Magnetic Telegraphs, 25th Cong., 2d sess., 1838, H. 
Rept. 753, app. C, p. 2.   
 
18 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, War and Peace in the Global Village, (1968).  Also 
see Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: Extensions of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1964); McLuhan, The Medium is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1976).  
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rather, created their own spaces that encompass new forms of interconnectedness that 
abide by new criteria. “While space has not been annihilated, telecommunication 
technologies have, however, diminished communication time between many objects in 
geographic space. This, however, does not mean that time has somehow been 
annihilated,” Wenzlhuemer continues. Rather, “it emphasizes the importance of time 
differences and requires ever faster and more immediate handling of information or 
tasks. The time allocated to processing and applying information shrinks proportionally 
with communications times to avoid bottlenecks. In an environment of immediateness, 
time is not annihilated—it is critical.”19  
This relationship between temporality and communication technologies is more 
relevant than ever in the twenty-first-century. In the stock market, for example, 
infinitesimal fractions of a second determine the profit margins of global traders. As 
Nicole Starosielski notes in her study of The Undersea Network, “Microseconds make 
a difference to groups of users—for example, in banking or gaming—who benefit from 
real-time interactions. High Frequency traders on global stock markets use 
computational algorithms to take advantage of the slight changes in price in different 
locations and to secure trades at slightly quicker rates; companies that have a more 
direct connection can exploit this for profit.”20 These virtual sites of transmission and 
                                                
19 Roland Wenzlhuemer, Connecting the Nineteenth-Century World: The Telegraph 
and Globalization (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013): 45-47.  
 
20 Nicole Starosielski, The Undersea Network (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015): 
58. “It has been estimated that just a few milliseconds can result in a difference of $20 
million in a single month,” Starosielski continues. Once a high-frequency trading 
company buys capacity on the line, the other traders must do the same to keep 
up…[Such users] are an integral market for new cable projects.” For more on the 
practice of high-frequency trading, see Michael Lewis, Flash Boys (New York: W. W 
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exchange were—and perhaps continue to be—difficult to locate and understand, but 
once identified tell us much about the dialectic between technology and cultural 
structures and frameworks.  
As Americans of the period assimilated to the new discursive environment, they 
looked to the materiality of communication for a tangible explanation of electronic 
processes of transmission. In the “Humors of the Day” section of an 1863 issue of 
Harper’s Weekly, a child, who imagines the electronic transmission of paper 
correspondence, asks her mother, pointing to the telegraph pole, “‘how do they send 
messages by those bits of wire without tearing them to pieces?’”21 Demonstrating her 
own confusion about the process, the mother replies, “‘They send them in a fluid state, 
my dear,’” as if the telegraphic strip of paper itself were physically dematerialized, 
transmitted, and recomposed. While visual culture’s engagement with new electronic 
media in the nineteenth century often demonstrates an intense desire to represent, 
picture, or grasp the raw electrical medium, the objects explored in this dissertation 
allow for the mediation process to exert its force, vitalizing their capacity to 
communicate.  
 
OLD AND NEW MEDIA 
My project is structured as a series of case studies that begins in 1865 with the 
completion of the transatlantic telegraph, and ends in 1918 with the rise and expansion 
of individualized telephone access—a time when telecommunications practices became 
                                                                                                                                        
Norton & Company, 2014). A nineteenth-century example of the increasing criticality 
of time was its standardization through the establishment of time zones in the 1880s. 
 
21 “Humors of the Day,” Harper’s Weekly (September 26, 1863): 615. 
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embedded in the rise of monopoly capitalism. I investigate a diverse range of material 
by Frederic Church, Enoch Wood Perry, and Charles Tiffany’s son, Louis Comfort 
Tiffany, artists and craftsmen who developed representational languages that do not 
simply represent, but at times seem to theorize the social impact of communication 
technologies, tapping into these intermediary spaces as acts of transmission 
themselves. While offering new interpretations of well-known artists (and considering 
the lesser-known as well), this project revises existing notions of how the period’s art 
communicates to viewers across space and time. Why, for example, does Frederic 
Church, an artist known for his Humboldtian proliferation of earthly detail, turn to such 
diffuse ethereal matter as light, electromagnetism, and icy reflections in his 1865 polar 
landscape Aurora Borealis?  How might we decode the extremely foreshortened calico 
surface in Perry’s 1876 genre scene A Quilting Party? And what does the tangled, 
networked pattern of Tiffany’s organizational writing tools tell us about the ever-
expanding media-scape at the turn of the century? These questions get at the 
overarching concern of my project, which asks how artists working with traditional 
media and modes of creative expression adapt their work to the challenges posed by 
new media. As this dissertation argues, new media, in a sense, make old media new 
again. 
This approach—of focusing on the formal and structural aspects of an artist’s 
creative expression—is critical to my project, since I am seeking to understand how 
artistic production operated as an information system in an age of new media. This 
question is especially important before the development of commercialized broadcast 
networks in the 1920s, a time when the appliance (i.e. the radio console) came to stand 
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for the medium.22  American society was heavily invested in locating and 
understanding these spaces of transmission prior to this instrument-centered 
perspective, still so pervasive today.  While Charles Tiffany attempted to concretize 
and profit from the telegraphic network by parceling the cable out into discrete units, 
the artists I focus on in this dissertation recover the complex and abstract nature of 
electronic telecommunication. By approaching these objects and practices as both 
artistic mediums and communication media, my project addresses the broader cultural 
implications of social technologies during the period, still relevant in our current digital 
age—the porousness of domestic and national boundaries; questions of access and 
privacy; and the development of global markets and power structures within seemingly 
egalitarian spaces. 
 My first chapter, “Frederic Church and the Transmission of Landscape,” 
explores the artist’s Arctic painting Aurora Borealis (1865), a nocturnal work that 
bridges the technological and the natural to imagine the materiality of telegraphy—
light and electricity pervade all surfaces with icy reflectivity, arcing over the frozen no-
man’s-land which separated disparate continents. This chapter investigates the 
processes by which Church’s auroras mediate and transmit meaning by situating his 
painting amid the broader ecology of nineteenth-century communication media. By the 
mid-1860s, the Northern Lights had captivated the masses for more than just their 
supernatural significance (for centuries they had been understood as spiritual omens). 
Steeped in the discourses on electrical science and technology of his era, Church knew 
                                                
22 For more on this perspective, see Carolyn Marvin, When Old Technologies Were 
New: Thinking About Electric Communication in the Late Nineteenth Century (New 
York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988): 4. 
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the auroras to be an electrical phenomenon, a theory confirmed during the period due 
to their widespread—and highly publicized—ability to conduct the nation’s expanding 
telegraphic network. With this remarkable manifestation, the two ethereal 
phenomena—one natural and one technological—became essentially interchangeable 
in the public’s mind. The Northern Lights, I argue, became a medium for Church to 
explore both the constraints and possibilities of landscape painting’s communicative 
power in the age of electronic mediation. It invites us to consider how landscape 
painting might become inherently technologized, as a medium for communicating 
across vast and remote spaces. 
 Chapter 2, “Enoch Wood Perry’s A Quilting Party and the Texture of 
Telecommunication,” turns to a more domestic scene. During the 1870s, in the wake of 
the communication revolution sparked by the advent of the electromagnetic telegraph, 
a revival of traditional modes of artistic expression took root in American culture. 
Homespun communal craft practices, such as quilting parties, and their visual 
representation in scores of genre scenes from the period have predominately been 
viewed as an antidote to the social fragmentation of a rapidly modernizing society. 
This chapter, however, argues that genre painting and quilting were not simply meant 
to be backward-looking, old-fashioned technologies. Rather, works like A Quilting 
Party (1876) demonstrate that they were familiar media through which late-nineteenth-
century Americans integrated and made sense of newer technologies, comprised of a 
similar operating logic based on coding, compression, and transmission. The expansion 
of telegraph and telephone networks during this era had collapsed distances in ways 
that threatened to dismantle conventional frameworks of communal experience—the 
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local identities defining individual communities, as well as the division between public 
and private spheres. As a technologically savvy artist, highly invested in developing 
methods for visually condensing spaces and temporalities throughout his career, 
Perry’s work revises genre painting’s traditional formulation, expanding our 
conception of revivalist impulses in this transitional period. By inviting us to explore 
the overlapping—and sometimes confounding—communication technologies that 
characterized this era, Perry demonstrates that developments in communication existed 
not as a series of seamless transitions but as a complicated and sometimes awkward 
patchwork of intermediality. 
 As genre painters like Perry began revising traditional modes of artistic 
expression to account for the new spatial and temporal realities available in the United 
States by the late 1870s, the decorative arts, too, were in transition, responding to 
parallel technological concerns. My last chapter, “Louis Comfort Tiffany’ Epistolary 
Tools in the Electronic Age,” considers the relationship between excess and efficiency 
embedded in the objects of Tiffany’s “Etched Metal and Glass” Desk Set in the context 
of a shifting communication landscape in the United States about the turn of the 
century. This group of ornate tools, including inkstands and letter trays, summon 
organic systems in nature through “grapevine” and “pine bough” patterns, which are 
acid etched in bronze, laid over a sheath of green favrile glass. They collectively 
organize the creative act of letter-writing by channeling the flow of incoming and 
outgoing mail, but their natural flourishes also evoke the overwhelming apparatus of 
cable that, by the 1890s, obstructed the avenues of New York City, where Tiffany lived 
and worked. This chapter explores the tangling of epistolary and electronic systems 
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embedded in the objects of the desk set by addressing not only their decorative pattern 
and iridescent materiality, but also their serialized production and user engagement. 
Manufactured by Tiffany’s team of artisans at his factory in Corona, Queens until the 
early 1920s, their production life runs parallel to significant growth and development 
of the U.S. Post Office, as well as the robust expansion of electronic networks like 
American Telephone and Telegraph Company (AT&T). While it may seem on one 
hand embedded in the decorative excess associated with notions of retreat during the 
period, a close investigation of the these objects reveals their dialogue with the material 
conditions and infrastructures of Progressive Era communication systems. 
While these case studies identify aspects of the works of art in question that are 
unique among their maker’s ouevre, they are not meant to demonstrate an exceptional 
phenomenon among these three artists only. Rather, through their diversity of genre 
and media, these examples indicate just how widespread the artistic engagement of 
new communication technologies was. Indeed, the purpose of art, after all, is to 
communicate through visual and material means. In an effort to remain relevant, then, 
artists working throughout this period of rapid technological change would have surely 
considered—and perhaps internalized—the processes of the newest and most 
technologically advanced means of communication possible in their moment, just as 
many artists do today. Furthermore, while the case studies are presented in 
chronological order, each chapter reveals the temporal strangeness of these objects, 
both totally of their moment and seemingly out of sync with it. In his study on the 
relationship between historical moment, social structure, technology, and 
communication systems, the media theorist Friedrich Kittler envisions a rupture 
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between the discourse networks of the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. He 
focuses on this perceived schism between these two epochs in literature to demonstrate 
the shift from Romanticism to Modernism, arguing that the latter era was brought 
about by new technological media. While Kittler’s overarching project favors a 
deterministic approach to technological development—that “[m]edia determine our 
situation”—the works I focus on in this dissertation locate the overlaps between these 
two eras, demonstrating that developments in communication existed not as a linear 
series of transitions, but occurred non-sequentially.23  
My dissertation contributes to a growing investment, across the humanities, in 
the aesthetics—and material manifestation—of electronic media.24 I have relied in 
many ways, for example, on the work of the literary scholar Paul Gilmore, who has 
identified a compelling relationship between electricity (and the telegraph more 
specifically) and aesthetic experience in the work of nineteenth-century writers such as 
Whitman, Herman Melville, Frederick Douglas, and Henry James. While building on 
                                                
23 Friedrich Kittler, Discourse Networks 1800/1900 (Palo Alto: Stanford University 
Press, 1990); Kittler, Gramaphone, Film, Typewriter, eds. Timothy Lenoir and Hans 
Ulrich Gumbrecht, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 1999), xxxix; and Kittler, "The History of Communication 
Media," eds. Arthur and Marilouise Kroker, ctheory.net, July 1996. 
 
24 This materialist approach engages the ideas of object-oriented ontology expressed, 
for example, in the work of the political theorist Jane Bennett, which treats objects or 
things as active, vital agents of social change. See Bennett, in Vibrant Matter: A 
Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010). Also see, Diana 
Coole and Samantha Frost, eds. New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2010); Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and K. Ludwig 
Pfeiffer, eds. Materialities of Communication, trans. William Whobrey (Stanford 
University Press, 1994); and Tarleton Gillespie, Pablo J. Boczkowski, and Kirsten A. 
Foot, eds. Media Technologies: Essays on Communication, Materiality, and Society 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2014). 
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Gilmore’s work, which analyzes the figure of electricity in literature of the period as a 
means of achieving a “subjective universality, a kind of embodied transcendence,” I 
address not only the idealized potential, but also the fraught reality of electric 
interconnectivity in practice.25 Art historical scholarship on this intersection between 
art and social technologies has predominately been devoted to the emergence of the 
information age and the implementation of New Media in contemporary art practices.26 
Within the field of American art, this relationship has also been explored in a moment 
prior to this shift in discursive epochs. Jennifer Roberts, in her 2014 study of earlier 
artistic production (1760-1860), which theorizes its own physical transit during a 
moment defined by distance and delay, compellingly argues for the recalcitrance of 
pictures to electronic transmission in the “post-telegraphic” era.27 While I am indebted 
to Roberts’s work on this subject—especially as it relates to the genre of landscape 
painting and representations of space—mine takes a slightly different tack. Rather than 
focusing on the ways artistic production resists telegraphic transmission, my work 
demonstrates the strange and fascinating ways that material bodies—both artists and 
their objects—channeled this elusive matter by internalizing its operating conditions in 
this understudied formative stage in electronic media. Following an interpretive 
                                                
25 Gilmore, Aesthetic Materialism, 5.  
 
26 For scholarship on contemporary art and New Media, see, for example, Caroline A. 
Jones, ed., Sensorium: Embodied Experience, Technology, and Contemporary Art 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006). Pamela Lee explores the issue of temporality in 
relation to art and technology in digital culture in Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of 
the 1960s (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004). 
 
27 Jennifer L. Roberts, Transporting Visions: The Movement of Images in Early 
America (University of California Press, 2014).  
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framework modeled by Roberts, however, my analysis is conducted through sustained 
close looking. I am invested in this kind of immersive engagement because I am 
seeking to understand the deep structure of connection engendered by electronic 
transmission, and to situate material bodies of objects and users in relation to this 
elusive matter. 
Crucial to the philosophical aims of my project is media and communication 
theory, which provide methods for approaching works of art not only as expressive 
objects in the world, but as active agents of communication. The foundational work of 
James W. Carey, for example, redefined the way we think of communication and its 
relationship to culture throughout history. In his writing on the telegraph in particular, 
Carey identifies what he calls a “transmission model” of communication. While this 
model, which relies upon the relationship between communication and transportation 
has always existed in society, it was only through the invention of the telegraph—
which “freed communication from the constraints of geography”—that culture could 
comprehend the notion of transmission. The telegraph “changed the fundamental ways 
in which communication was thought about” by separating communication from 
matter. Its reconfiguration of time and space, Carey argues, radically altered the 
culture’s ideological framework. “In this sense the telegraph was not only a new tool of 
commerce but also a thing to think with, an agency for the alteration of ideas.”28  
                                                
28 See James W. Carey, Communication as Culture: Essays on Media and Society 
(Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1989), especially his essay on “Technology and Ideology: The 
Case of the Telegraph.” Building upon this line of thinking is the scholarship of the 
media theorist John Durham Peters, whose work has also been a critical touchstone for 
my project. See John Durham Peters, The Marvelous Clouds: Toward a Philosophy of 
Elemental Media (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015); and Speaking Into the 
Air: A History of the Idea of Communication (University of Chicago Press, 1999). Also 
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In January 1865, months before the publication of Drum-Taps, Whitman wrote 
to his friend William D. O’Connor, “I am perhaps mainly satisfied with Drum-Taps 
because it delivers my ambition of the task that has haunted me, namely, to express in a 
poem (& in the way I like, which is not at all by directly stating it) the pending action 
of this Time & Land we swim in, with all their large conflicting fluctuations of despair 
& hope, the shiftings, masses, & the whirl & deafening din.”29 Whitman’s creative 
project—his intended means of poetic communication as described in his letter—
speaks to the underlying motivations of my exploration of this topic, and my approach 
of looking closely for important meaning related to the “pending action” of this cultural 
moment not overtly expressed in artistic production of the period, but inherent in a 
work’s form and structure. Unlike West’s portrait of Ben Franklin reaching for the raw 
electricity, the allegorical illustration of John Bull and Brother Jonathan shaking hands 
in the middle of the Atlantic, or Tiffany’s cable souvenir, the artists and works that will 
be discussed in what follows do not directly state their engagement of the tumultuous 
technological transition of this moment. But their work—like Whitman’s conception of 
his environment (“this Time & Land we swim in”)—captures the fundamental fluidity 
and upheaval of this transitional period. In 2018, we, too, live in a time of extreme 
national turmoil, when electronic mediation structures our experience and 
                                                                                                                                        
see, Critical Terms for Media Studies, eds. W. J. T. Mitchell and Mark B. N. Hansen 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
 
29 Walt Whitman to William D. O’Connor (Brooklyn, January 6, 1865), in The 
Correspondence, ed. Edwin Haviland Miller (New York: New York University Press, 
1961-1977), Vol. 1: 1842-1867, pp. 246-247, Letter 149. 
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understanding of the world more than ever before. Our social technologies, on one 
hand, connect and unite, allowing individuals from all around the globe to come 
together over shared communal bonds. On the other hand, however, they can be 
implemented as tools for engineering cultural divisiveness—mass-distributing false 
information, polarizing our population, and interfering with our democratic process. It 
is my hope that looking back on these issues in the developmental stages of electronic 
mediation in the nineteenth century will both enliven these historical objects while also 







































FREDERIC EDWIN CHURCH AND THE TRANSMISSION OF LANDSCAPE 
 
Radiating from the frozen Arctic, a span of vaporous light glows in hazy 
streaks, its ribboning bands snaking their way through the night sky in a chromatic 
range of amber, gold, and phosphorescent green. The spectral display permeates the 
atmosphere, melding together in the ice-encrusted waters. Silhouetting the rocky 
promontory, light illuminates the windswept snow blowing in the relentless gales off 
the crest of the bluffs, which recede sharply toward the horizon, miles off into the 
distance. Stranded in the floe in the foreground is a tiny schooner. A warm gaslight 
flickers from the deck window, signaling a sled team, which approaches from the lower 
right. Dwarfed by the perilous grandeur, it is the only sign of human life in this 
mystical, technicolored environment. Frederic Church’s Aurora Borealis (1865; fig. 8) 
is a painting both of remote isolation and expansive connectivity. The dormant 
seascape with ice-locked ship is overwhelmed by the fluid vitality of the elusive 
Northern Lights. Flashing forth, they gesture to something far beyond the icy horizon, 
unhinged from any such moorings.  
Scholars and critics over the years have described the work as “bleak,” 
“chilling,” and “ghostly.” Its “absence of hard-to-be-managed details” marks an abrupt 
departure from Church’s microcosmic landscapes of the New England wilderness, the 
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Andean tropics, and the subarctic icebergs, teeming with tactile details based on 
months of his own first-hand observations.1 In her recent monograph on the artist, 
Jennifer Raab productively addresses how an emerging epistemology based on 
scientific notions of boundless information was expressed through the artist’s 
proliferation of nature’s material facts in what she calls a “culture of detail.”2 This 
chapter, by contrast, begins by asking why Aurora Borealis lacks the geologic 
description that characterizes his large-scale works from the period. Rather than 
explore the intricacies of the snow and ice in a grand study of white, as he had 
previously done in his painting The Icebergs (1861; fig. 9), Church instead obscures 
the glacial landmasses in nocturnal darkness, filling all that white space with an 
amorphous riot color. Every pictorial element is evanescent, including the location 
itself. Somewhere between land and sea, the icy “ground” presents viewers with an 
ever-shifting geography. Arctic terrain, after all, is in a constant state of flux, melting, 
fracturing, breaking apart, and morphing into different forms like the light it reflects.3 
Internalizing its subject of Arctic exploration, Aurora Borealis seems for Church to be 
an exploratory venture of his own artistic medium—paint as light and color, and their 
                                                
1 For the reception of Aurora Borealis when first showed in London see, “Mr. 
Church’s New Pictures,” The Observer (June 18, 1865), p. 6; “Mr. F. E. Church’s New 
Pictures,” The Times (June 28, 1865), p. 6; [Find London Art Journal citation.]; “Mr. 
Church’s American Landscapes,” Morning Post, July 21, 1865, p. 6.  
 
2 Jennifer Raab, Frederic Church: The Art and Science of Detail (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2015). 
 
3 For more on the materiality of ice in artistic production see, Maggie Cao, “Icescapes,” 
American Art, Vol. 31, No. 2 (Summer 2017), pp. 48-50. 
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fleeting, ethereal effects in the translucent ice. For all its magnificence, what are we to 
make of its failure to clearly and distinctly articulate? 
This chapter investigates the processes by which Church’s auroras mediate and 
transmit meaning by situating his painting amid the broader ecology of nineteenth-
century communication media. By the mid-1860s, the Northern Lights had captivated 
the masses for more than just their supernatural significance. Steeped in the discourses 
on electrical science and technology of his era, Church knew the auroras to be an 
electrical phenomenon, a theory confirmed during the period due to their widespread—
and highly publicized—ability to conduct the nation’s expanding telegraphic network. 
With this remarkable manifestation, the two ethereal phenomena—one natural and one 
technological—became essentially interchangeable in the public’s mind.  The Northern 
Lights, I argue, became a medium for Church to explore both the constraints and 
possibilities of landscape painting’s communicative power in the age of electronic 
mediation. This approach follows thinkers such as W. J. T. Mitchell in viewing 
landscape itself as not merely a “genre” of art, but as a “medium” of cultural 
expression. “What we tend to forget,” Mitchell writes, “is that this ‘subject matter’ is 
not simply raw material to be represented in paint but is always already a symbolic 
form in its own right.…Before all these secondary representations…landscape is itself 
a physical and multisensory medium.” Furthermore, the media theorist John Durham 
Peters views “elemental media”—including the sea, the sky, and the very air we 
breathe—“as vehicles that carry and communicate meaning.” He therefore challenges 
scholars of media theory to “take nature, the background to all possible meaning, 
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seriously.”4 Viewed in this way, Aurora Borealis invites us to consider how landscape 
painting might become inherently technologized, as an act of transmission, itself.  
 
ARCTIC ALLURE 
Church’s Aurora Borealis is part of a broader scientific and cultural fascination 
with the Arctic in the Anglo-American world. During the decades preceding Church’s 
picture, exploration of the world’s northern-most regions was pursued with increasing 
zeal and urgency. The North was “a beckoning frontier, a challenge to man’s mastery 
of the globe, filled with expectations of national economic good and international 
prestige.”5 While scientists hoped to gain a better geographical understanding of this 
unknown part of the world, the underlying goal was to discover a “Northwest Passage,” 
a navigable waterway providing a shortcut to the other side of the globe. For hundreds 
of years, explorers had unsuccessfully attempted to find such a passage as a faster route 
to the riches of China and India. Scientific theories put forth early in the nineteenth 
century, however, offered renewed optimism. Studies suggested that warm equatorial 
currents—thought of as part of the Earth’s complex circulatory system—were drawn to 
the planetary poles, creating a watery oasis beyond a polar ice-belt. This hypothetical 
melted ocean at the North Pole, it was hoped, would be accessible through Arctic 
                                                
4 See Mitchell, “Imperial Landscape,” in Landscape and Power, ed. W. J. T. Mitchell 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002): 1-15. Also see Peters, The Marvelous 
Clouds: Toward a Philosophy of Elemental Media (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2015). 
 




seaways, expanding access for trade with the rest of the world.6 Polar expeditions, 
therefore, were often funded by entrepreneurs and industrialists, who stood to gain 
massive wealth through such a discovery.   
Arctic exploration, however, was a high-risk investment. In addition to the lack 
of certainty of the mere existence of a “Northwest Passage,” the trek itself was 
extremely dangerous and many who set forth never returned. Most famously, Captain 
Sir John Franklin had launched his fourth expedition in search of the Northwest 
Passage in 1845, consisting of two ships and one hundred twenty-nine men, and after 
three years with no sign of life it was declared lost. The disappearance of the Franklin 
Expedition became one of the greatest dramas in the popular press for more than a 
century.7 The subsequent fervor for exploration was partly inspired by the hope that 
Franklin and his team were still somewhere out there, perhaps even stranded in the 
open waters of the purported polar sea. The American explorer Dr. Elisha Kent Kane 
                                                
6 There is a large body of literature discussing expeditions in search of the Northwest 
Passage. For an account of efforts made by American explorers, see Michael Robinson, 
The Coldest Crucible: Arctic Exploration and American Culture (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2006). On issues of the colonization of such inhabitable spaces, 
along with accounts and implications of both fictional and actual expeditions, see 
Siobhan Carroll, An Empire of Air and Water: Uncolonizable Space in the British 
Imagination, 1750-1850 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 
especially chapter one on “Polar Speculations,” pp. 19-71. Also see Hampton Sides, In 
the Kingdom of Ice: The Grand and Terrible Polar Voyage of the U.S.S. Jeannette 
(New York: Doubleday, 2014); and Martin W. Sander, The Epic Search for the 
Northwest Passage and John Franklin, and the Discovery of the Queen’s Ghost Ship 
(New York: Sterling, 2006). 
 
7 The disappearance of Franklin’s expedition was reported on widely for years, 
inspiring art, literature, and numerous rescue missions throughout the nineteenth 
century—a project which was revived in the 1980s. In 2014 one of Franklin’s ships, 
the HMS Erebus was found at the bottom of Queen Maud Gulf, and in 2016 it was 
announced that the Arctic Research Foundation had found his other ship, the HMS 
Terror south of King William Island in Terror Bay. 
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accompanied two search and rescue missions, both funded by the prominent merchant 
Henry Grinnell, founder and first president of the American Geographical and 
Statistical Society, an organization devoted to advancing arctic research and 
exploration.8 As commander of the Second Grinnell Expedition in 1853, Kane’s 
mission was twofold: while searching for clues in determining the fate of Franklin’s 
lost crew, he and his team also set out to reach the North Pole. Upon returning to the 
United States from this two-year voyage, he announced his discovery, based on the 
supposed sighting by two of his crewmembers, of open water. His official report to the 
U.S. Navy described “an open, iceless area, abounding in animal life, and presenting 
every character of an open Polar sea.”9 Despite the fact that Kane never laid his own 
eyes on this supposed sea, news of his “discovery” gripped the public and scientific 
communities alike, and inspired explorers to continue launching expeditions to go even 
further North in an effort to eventually reach this site. 
As an avid and adventurous traveler, Church was enthralled by arctic 
exploration. He read the memoirs of Elisha Kent Kane, was an active member of the 
American Geographical and Statistical Society, and befriended the polar explorer Dr. 
                                                
8 The society was initially created at the request of Lady Franklin with the goal of 
search for her husband’s lost expedition. Kane served as senior medical officer on the 
first of these search missions from 1850-51. 
 
9 Jennifer Raab makes the important point that the report’s reprinting in the New York 
Times is a testament to how broad of an audience followed news of Arctic exploration. 
“Second Grinnell Expedition: Dr. Kane’s Official Account of His Late Arctic 
Adventures, Important Scientific Discoveries,” New York Times (October 16, 1855): 2. 
See Raab, Frederic Church, 91-91, 209. 
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Isaac I. Hayes, who had served as surgeon on Kane’s 1853-55 expedition.10 Church 
attended Hayes’s lectures on the concept of the “Open Polar Sea” at the Society 
headquarters in New York. With these lectures Hayes was soliciting support for his 
own arctic voyage, to which Church provided financial sponsorship. Inspired by all of 
this, Church ventured off on his own Northern trip to Newfoundland and Labrador 
during the summer of 1859 to pursue the sub-arctic landscape—especially the 
icebergs—as his next grand artistic theme. He and his travel companion Louis Legrand 
Noble sailed from Boston accompanied as far as Halifax by the famed naturalist and 
geologist Louis Agassiz, whose theory of the “Great Ice Age,” published in his two-
volume work Studies on Glaciers, had won him great fame and prompted subsequent 
studies of glacial phenomena all around the globe.11 Church, it is clear, was bringing 
with him on his artist voyage, a deep enthusiasm and scientific knowledge of the Arctic 
and its geological phenomena. 
Upon their arrival to St. John’s, there were fewer iceberg sightings than Church 
and Noble had anticipated. Direct observation was paramount for Church’s 
representation of the geological formations of ice, so much so that he hired a schooner 
at his own expense to take the pair further north into the Strait of Belle Isle and Battle 
Harbor, where the bergs were numerous. From the precarious seat of a rowboat, 
                                                
10 Kane published two widely read narratives of his heroic adventures, describing in 
poetic detail the environment, the struggles, and the majestic scenery. See Elisha Kent 
Kane, The United States Grinnell Expedition in Search of Sir John Franklin (New 
York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1854); and Kane, Arctic Explorations in the Years 
1853, ’54, ’55, Volumes I and II (Philadelphia: Child’s and Peterson, 1856). 
 
11 Howat, Frederic Church (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2005): 92. Also 
see Raab, Frederic Church, 102. 
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Church ventured over the deadly cold waters, suffering from seasickness along the 
way, all to get a close-up view of the floating mountains of ice, spending as much as 
several hours on a single oil sketch.12 In a sketch entitled Floating Iceberg, for 
example, the mass of white is modeled with icy fissures, as though the artist himself 
chiseled its raw surface with his own paintbrush. An object for painterly experiments 
with light and shadow, it floats amid the rippled waters, highlighted with the pink of 
the Northern sun. The art historian Eleanor Jones Harvey notes that in such sketches 
Church “lavished attention on his detailed articulation of the icy surfaces (fig. 10).”13 
In doing so, Church was following the teachings of the German naturalist Alexander 
von Humboldt, whose footsteps he had previously traced on an eight-month journey 
through Ecuador and Columbia in 1853. During this trip he made detailed sketches and 
collected information about the natural environment for his grand South American 
landscapes like The Andes of Ecuador (1855), Cotopaxi (1855 and 1862), and The 
Heart of the Andes (1859; fig. 11). Both in South America, and in Labrador, Church 
was applying Humboldt’s advice to the landscape painter, published in his widely read 
treatise Cosmos: A Sketch of the Physical Description of the Universe, first published 
in 1845, that “Colored sketches, taken directly from nature, are the only means by 
which the artist, on his return, may reproduce the character of distant regions in more 
elaborately finished pictures; and this object will be the more fully attained where the 
                                                
12 Carr, Frederic Edwin Church, 43-48. Also see Harvey, “The Tip of the Iceberg,” in 
The Voyage of the Icebergs: Frederic Church’s Arctic Masterpiece, ed. Eleanor 
Harvey, ex. cat, Dallas Art Museum (New Haven, Yale University Press, 2002): 49. 
 
13 Harvey, “The Tip of the Iceberg,” 49. 
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painter has, at the same time, drawn or painted directly from a large number of separate 
studies.”14 
Returning from Labrador to his studio in New York with nearly one hundred 
sketches, Church went to work on his large oil painting based on this Northern 
landscape, “[t]he ice, water, and looming bergs…all meticulously rendered,” as Raab 
explains in her study of the artist’s material investigation of nature’s details (see fig. 9). 
As with Church’s last blockbuster landscape The Heart of the Andes, critics were 
amazed by the detailed features of the painting—the “jagged ice-cliffs, with their faces 
lit here and there by reflected light from the main mass of the berg opposite,” “a great 
boulder of granite or iron-stone [which] has been eaten away by the waves into a 
cavern,” and “two water-lines…showing that the berg has weathered two summers, and 
indicating by their angle with the horizon the shifting of the center of gravity of the 
enormous mass.”15 One critic wrote that, upon looking through the painting’s wooden 
frame, “as through an open window, we looked at once, nearly two thousand miles 
away—to Labrador!”16 While Noble had published a book-length narrative of his trip 
to the region with a certain artist known only as “C—,” provocatively entitled After 
                                                
14 Alexander von Humboldt, Cosmos: A Sketch of a Physical Description of the 
Universe, Vol. II (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and Longmans, 1849), p. 95. 
 
15 Cited in Henry T. Tuckerman, Book of the Artists (New York: G. P. Putnam & Son, 
1867): 382. Furthermore, Raab observantly describes the “translucent layers of greens 
and blues [that] create the surface of water,” and the “short, precise sapphire 
lines…painted side by side like stitches to represent the bands of water newly frozen in 
the cracks of the glacier,” in her chapter on the painting. See Raab, Frederic Church, 
90. 
 
16 The Rev. Theodore L. Cuyler, “Among the Icebergs,” Independent (New York), 
May 2, 1861, 1. Quoted in Harvey, “The Tip of the Iceberg,” 61. 
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Icebergs with a Painter, advertisements made it clear that Church’s picture was 
“Painted from Studies made in the Northern Seas in the Summer of 1859 (fig. 12).”17 It 
was important that viewers knew of the artist’s intrepid voyage and his first-hand 
observations of the formation that he painted. In his next grand Arctic picture Aurora 
Borealis, however, Church would take a completely different approach. 
On the first day of winter, December 21, 1864, Church hosted a meeting at his 
Tenth Street studio for the Travellers Club—an intimate group of the country’s most 
prominent naturalists, artists, social reformers, and industrialists interested in science, 
arctic exploration, and travel.18 The purpose of Church’s invitation was for a viewing 
of this, his latest interpretation of the North, which commemorated the arctic 
expedition of Hayes, also one of the Travellers Club’s members.19 In search of open 
water at the North Pole, Hayes and his crew set off in 1860 on a highly publicized 
voyage, sailing up through the Kennedy Channel past Greenland (fig. 13). Hayes’s 
ship, however, became ice-locked just north of Greenland’s Cape Alexander, 
                                                
17 Advertisement for the London debut of The Icebergs, London Court Journal, July 4, 
1863. Photograph by Gerald L. Carr. 
 
18 Church was a founder of the club. Members included the landscape painter Albert 
Bierstadt, the social reformer Henry Ward Beecher, the geologist and biologist Louis 
Agassiz, the Atlantic Cable financier Cyrus Field, and the merchant William T. 
Blodgett, who owned works by Church including The Heart of the Andes and 
commissioned Aurora Borealis. 
 
19 Hayes’s presence was of special importance to Church, who wrote to the explorer in 
Philadelphia, “My dear Dr. Hayes, The Travellers will meet at my studio on 
Wednesday evening next (Dec 21st) at eight o’clock. I should not feel that that evening 
was complete without your presence—I am painting a large picture of The North—
Aurora Borealis—with Church’s Peak—and your vessel. I should like your opinion of 
it although it is very far from being finished. In great haste  Yours sincerely, Frederic E. 
Church.” Letter from Frederic Edwin Church to Isaac I. Hayes, December 16, 1864, 
Olana State Historic Site, Hudson, NY. 
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preventing him from reaching his destination. Stuck at the entrance of the Kennedy 
Channel, a desperate Hayes made his trek by dogsled across the Kane Basin and up the 
Channel, where he claimed to have spotted open water from his highest latitude 
reached, around 80 degrees North off the coast of Ellesmere Island. While never 
realizing his goal of reaching the “Open Polar Sea,” the idea of a majestic body of 
water amid all that ice nevertheless maintained its allure for popular culture, including 
Church, who followed Hayes’s expedition very closely. Church in fact obliged in 
providing his friend with sketching instructions before his team embarked. Upon 
Hayes’s return the following year, he presented Church with a watercolor of this 
northern-most point ever reached, featuring a summit, which he named Church’s Peak 
after the painter (fig. 14). It was here, where Hayes claimed he laid eyes on the watery 
shores of the “Open Polar Sea.”20 The composition of this modestly sized watercolor 
sketch became the structural armature for Church’s large-scale work Aurora Borealis, 
on view in his studio for the Travellers. 
 Hayes’s topographical sketch documents the distinct features of the icy 
landmasses. The ridges and crevices of the craggy cliffs are actual sites that he 
identifies in other topographical renderings and maps from the area, including Cape 
Lieber and Mt. Parry (see figs. 13 and 15). The sketch, though, most notably conveys 
the vast whiteness of the far northern reaches of the globe, much further north, more 
treacherous, and altogether different than anywhere Church had ever travelled. Rather 
than follow Hayes’s documentary concerns, Church radically inverted his emphasis. 
                                                
20 Hayes’s travel diaries from this expedition were published as a book. See, Isaac I. 
Hayes, The Open Polar Sea: A Narrative of a Voyage of Discovery Towards the North 
Pole, in the Schooner “United States” (New York: Hurd and Houghton, 1867). 
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He used Hayes’s sketch of the bright white and silvery blue icy terrain as a blank 
surface upon which to explore an abstract and intangible phenomenon occurring up in a 
midnight sky. Far from the geological detail for which he had become so well-known, 
Aurora Borealis is the strangest and most abstract note in Church’s entire body of 
work. The art historian William Truettner, for example, has commented on the 
painting’s uncharacteristic “emptiness,” “faulty perspective,” and “absence of decisive 
brushwork.”21  
Rather than represent his direct observations, Aurora Borealis is a mediated 
picture. Difficult to access, inhospitable, and beyond his reach, this mysterious and 
perilous place existed for Church—and for mass culture more broadly—only through 
sketches and writings authored by the few explorers who had actually been there. The 
painterly prospect of crystalizing and communicating his vision of the far Northern 
Arctic presented many perceptual challenges, both to Church and to viewers of this 
work. Allegory became the dominant mode of interpretation. At the height of national 
conflict and sectionalism the polar region was often aligned with the Yankee North. 
The desire for a unified national identity was pervasive during these divisive years, and 
arctic expedition narratives so vividly captured the American imagination because they 
spoke in a singular voice, “imploring the reader to see Arctic voyages as unifying, 
nation-building enterprises,” as the historian Michael F. Robinson observes.22 Despite 
                                                
21 See Truettner, “Genesis of Frederic Edwin Church’s Aurora Borealis,” Art Quarterly 
31:3 (Autumn 1968): 274. 
 
22 Furthermore, amid great conflict at home, the empire-expanding enterprise of Arctic 
voyages required the unified cooperation of many individuals. See, Michael F. 
Robinson, The Coldest Crucible: Arctic Exploration and American Culture (Chicago: 
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the mysterious narrative of The Icebergs, for example, its initial title, The North was 
patriotically given when the first shots of the Civil War were fired a mere twelve days 
before the painting’s American debut in 1861. The painting was further connected to 
the Northern cause through the proceeds from its exhibition, which were donated to the 
Union’s Patriotic Fund (now the Red Cross). Furthermore, the later addition of a 
shipwrecked mast—a possible reference to Franklin’s doomed expedition—suggests 
Church’s desire to “make the painting cohere around an allegorical message of faith or 
an intelligible story of heroism and tragedy of exploration,” as Raab notes.23 On the 
surface, Aurora Borealis, too, is about the obstacles of an arctic voyage—a stranded 
ship, an expedition in peril, the threat of no return—of a failed mission.  
Dominated by abstract phenomena, this painting has readily invited allegorical 
readings. During the 1860s, auroras—widely associated with the polar regions—were a 
common wartime metaphor, whether as a portent of defeat or as a celebratory marker 
of Union victory. These metaphors have held continued currency in scholarly 
interpretations of the painting. In The Empire of the Eye: Landscape Representation 
and American Cultural Politics, 1825-1875, for example, Angela Miller discusses the 
portentous significance of meteorological imagery, noting that Church’s use of the 
auroral lights “carried a political as well as a national symbolism for the painter.”24 
                                                                                                                                        
University of Chicago Press, 2006): 3. Quotation is cited in Robinson’s Ph.D. 
dissertation version of the book. 
 
23 Raab, Frederic Church, 90-91. 
 
24 The polar North was often referred to as ‘The North’, as demonstrated by Church’s 
original title for The Icebergs. Miller and several other scholars have cited Herman 
Melville’s May 1865 poem entitled, “Aurora Borealis: Commemorative of the 
Dissolution of Armies at the Peace,” which compared the dance of the Northern Lights 
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Harvey, in The Civil War and American Art, links the aurora’s association with 
prophetic powers to a transmitted message from the hand of God, arguing that in the 
context of slavery and the violent battles of a country divided by North and South that 
“Church’s auroras, like the handwriting on the wall [in the story of Belshazzar’s Feast] 
spelled out the nation’s apocalyptic fear that the skies warned of imminent 
judgment.”25 Church’s calligraphic bands of light, twisting and undulating through the 
sky signal an expressive desire, as Harvey suggests, but what else might they tell us 
about the relationship between landscape and communication in this cultural moment? 
                                                                                                                                        
to the “Retreatings and advancings [of armies], (Like dallyings of doom).” See Herman 
Melville, “Aurora Borealis: Commemorative of the Dissolution of Armies at the Peace,” 
in Battle-pieces and Aspects of the War (New York: Harper, 1866): 148-49. Angela 
Miller, The Empire of the Eye: Landscape Representation and American Cultural 
Politics, 1825-1875 (Cornell University Press: Ithaca and London, 1993): 111-113. For 
other examples of scholarship on Church’s painting referencing Melville’s belief that 
the Northern Lights foretold the Union victory, see David C. Huntington, The 
Landscapes of Frederic Edwin Church: Vision of an American Era (New York: 
George Braziller, 1966): 61-62; William H. Truettner, “Genesis of Frederic Edwin 
Church’s Aurora Borealis,” 266-283; and Franklin Kelly, Frederic Edwin Church 
(Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, 1989): 62. In visual culture, Thomas Nast’s 
1867 panorama entitled “The Uprising of the North” renders the radiating light of an 
aurora arcing over the Capitol Building beyond the vast landscape, as the troops in the 
foreground raise their swords in allegiance to the figure of Columbia, signifying the 
Northern triumph. This panorama was one of thirty-three shown in Nast’s “Grand 
Caricaturama.” Each was about eight by twelve feet, and depicted scenes of major U. S. 
historical events, including allegories of Columbia and Yankee Doodle, as well as 
images related to slavery and the Civil War. The paintings were published in the 
catalogue: Thomas Nast, Catalogue of Thomas Nast’s Grand Caricaturama: A Series 
of Thirty-three Grand Historical Caricature Paintings, With a Descriptive Lecture, at 
Dodworth Hall, 806 Broadway, Every Evening at the Stroke of 8 o’clock, and Matinee 
on Saturday at 2 o’clock P.M. Wynkoop & Hallenbeck (New York, NY, 1867). 
 
25 Eleanor Jones Harvey, The Civil War and American Art, ex. cat. Smithsonian 
American Art Museum (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012): 58-59. Harvey 
explains this story’s relevance in period discussion of the moral conscience of both 
Northerners and Southerners, whether advocating for slavery or for allowing it to 




UNDERSTANDING AURORAL MEDIA 
For centuries the origin of the aurora borealis remained mysterious with 
hypotheses ascribing the phenomenon to spiritual omens. For example, it was reported 
that, in the northern regions where auroras are most prevalent, Greenlanders attributed 
their “electric crackling” to the souls of the dead striking against each other in the air. 
Advancing well beyond theories that attributed the auroras to supernatural events, 
however, the German naturalist Alexander von Humboldt addressed its cause in 
volume one of his influential treatise Cosmos. Applying recent developments in earth 
science, Humboldt suggested that “the magical effect of light is owing to the forces of 
organic nature…[e]very scintillation is the vital manifestation of an invisible animal 
world.”26 Through his observations, Humboldt understood the phenomenon to be 
connected with a disturbance and eventual restoration of equilibrium in the distribution 
of terrestrial magnetism. “[T]he equilibrium...is restored by a discharge [of electrons] 
attended by a development of light.”27 A life-long admirer of Humboldt, Church owned 
copies of all his major works. Humboldt’s writing on the auroras met so much interest 
in the decades after its initial publication that an excerpt was reproduced in the 
                                                
26 For more on understandings of the auroras as omens throughout the ages, and their 
meaning to native Greenlanders specifically, see “The Aurora Borealis,” The Atlantic 
Monthly, Vol. 4, Issue 26 (December 1859): 743. This article explains the history of 
auroral science to its present day. Alexander Von Humboldt, Cosmos: A Sketch of a 
Physical Description of the Universe, Vol. I (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and 
Longmans, 1849), pp. 193-202.  
 
27 “The aurora itself is therefore not to be regarded as an externally manifested cause of 
this disturbance, but rather as a result of telluric activity, manifested on the one side by 
the appearance of the light, and on the other by the vibrations of the magnetic needle.” 
See Humboldt, Cosmos, pp. 187-196. 
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December 1859 issue of The Atlantic Monthly in response to the auroral activity 
occurring in the months prior.   
The 1850s and 60s witnessed an unusual frequency of the strongest auroras in 
recorded history, extensively documented in worldwide weather reports and popular 
science journals. The most powerful—known as the Great Auroral Exhibition—
occurred over the course of several days between August 28th and September 2, 1859. 
While lights were reportedly seen throughout the northern hemisphere, as far south as 
Cuba, Jamaica, and the Sandwich Islands, they captured the American imagination due 
to their “remarkable effects on the telegraph wires.” An article published in the New 
York Times describes the strength of the auroral currents, powerful enough to enable 
operators in Portland, Maine to transmit messages to Boston without necessary use of 
the batteries.28 Other sources across New England and the Mid-Atlantic region noted 
that, “the aurora itself…has actually been employed to do the errands of man.”29 J. G. 
Toby, a telegraph operator from Worcester, Massachusetts reported, “The wires 
                                                
28 “Auroral Phenomena: Remarkable Effect of the Aurora Upon the Telegraph Wires,” 
The New York Times (September 5, 1859). For other reports on the relationship 
between the telegraphic network and the auroras in newspapers popular science 
journals, see “The Aurora Borealis,” The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 4, Issue 26 (December 
1859): 744-47; “Interesting Experiments Upon the Auroral Current,” Scientific 
American, Vol. 13, No. 8 (August 19, 1865): 114; “The Aurora Borealis and the 
Telegraph,” The Living Age, Vol. 52, Issue 664 (February 14, 1857): 430; “Mr. 
Merlam’s Opionions on the Bareul Light—One of his Friends Finds a Place of the 
Aurora on his Lion-corp,” and “The Auroral Display in Boston,” The New York Times 
(September 3, 1859): 4; “Aurora Borealis: A Brilliant Electric Display Observed at the 
East Last Evening,” Chicago Tribune (April 16, 1869): 4. 
 
29 Adolphus Egerton Ryerson, John George Hodgins, Adam Crooks, “The Late Aurora 
Borealis and the Telegraph,” Journal of Education for Upper Canada, Vol. 12 
(September 1859): 132. 
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seemed charged to their utmost capacity with the electric fluid, and seemed ready to 
flash forth with a fury that marks a vivid stroke of lightning.”30  
Until the Great Auroral Exhibition of 1859, the scientific community had been 
uncertain about the nature of the auroral lights. Due to their interaction with the 
telegraph, however, the phenomenon was unquestionably linked with the force of 
electricity for the first time. A writer for the Harper’s Weekly “Scientific Milestones” 
section noted that the brilliancy of the lights would have garnered far less attention if 
not for their ability to conduct telegraphic messages throughout the country by way of 
what the writer describes as the “Auroral Fluid.” “This settles the question of the nature 
of the aurora borealis. It is clearly electrical,” the article declares. “Henceforth no one 
can be excused if he talk about the reflection from the polar seas of ice. We have 
practical evidence that the aurora is, or contains, the electrical fluid.”31  
As a scientifically inclined artist, Church was entrenched in texts on naturalism, 
electrical science, physics, and technology of his era as demonstrated by his library, 
still mostly intact at his home, Olana in Hudson, New York. Among the books in his 
library is a collection of the Annual of Scientific Discovery; Or, a Year-book of Facts 
in Science and Art. An entry from the 1865 volume entitled “The Telegraph as a 
Meteorological Indicator,” for example, notes that the telegraph, for quite some time, 
had been employed to centralize and interpret meteorological observations, quickly 
                                                
30 “Auroral Phenomena: Remarkable Effect of the Aurora Upon the Telegraph Wires,” 
The New York Times (September 5, 1859). The operator underscored that throughout 
his ten years of experience as a telegrapher, he had “frequently observed the effect of 
the Aurora Borealis on the wires, but never before…so grand and appalling.” 
 
31 [Anon.] “Scientific Mile-Stones,” Harper’s Weekly (October 1, 1859): 626. 
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transmitting predictions to the appropriate locations. But it had recently become clear, 
the entry reports, that “a line of the telegraph wires itself constitutes a better indicator 
of certain kinds of meteorological changes than any other we as yet know of,” citing 
the detection of ‘irregular earth-currents’, passing along the lines, which consistently 
preceded a geomagnetic (or solar) storm—the cause of auroral displays.32 
Church applied such readings to his keen observations of the natural world. 
Commenting in 1867 on Church’s habitual sky studies of light, atmosphere, and the 
aurora borealis, the art critic Henry Tuckerman made a point of the painter’s proclivity 
for “transcend[ing] the most common and familiar…[having] long been attracted by 
the electrical laws of the atmosphere…[and] the more evanescent phenomena 
dependent on electrical causes.”33 Electricity had intrigued the artist from a very young 
age. Two of Church’s earliest known images, created in the pages of a chemistry 
textbook as a schoolboy between 1839 and 1840, capture zigzagging bolts lightning 
lancing from thunderous storm clouds—one striking a distant windmill, and another 
                                                
32 See David A. Wells, A.M., M.D., ed., The Annual of Scientific Discovery; Or, Year-
book of Facts in Science and Art (Boston: Gould and Lincoln, 1865): 131. Today we 
know that auroras are the result of a disturbance in the earth’s magnetosphere caused 
by an interaction with solar wind. Humboldt described their occurrence as follows: 
“The splendid appearance of colored polar light is the act of discharge, the termination 
of a magnetic storm, as in an electrical storm a development of light — the flash of 
lightning — indicates the restoration of the disturbed equilibrium in the distribution of 
the electricity. An electric storm is generally confined to a small space beyond the 
limits of which the condition of the atmospheric electricity remains unchanged.” See 
Humboldt, Cosmos, 187-196.   
 
33 Tuckerman notes the artist’s daily ritual of studying the effects of the sky on the 
earth and the atmosphere from a hilltop at Olana, his estate along the Hudson River. He 
specifically notes that Church “has improved every opportunity to study the Aurora 
Borealis: having achieved so much in the way of representing light from the pure 




about to pierce a man leaning against a crossroads sign.34 These boyhood portrayals of 
lightning, diagrammatic in nature, demonstrate an artist’s early interest in electrical 
science that would grow more sophisticated later in life.  
During the breakthrough years in auroral science in the late-1850s and 1860s, 
Church seized many opportunities to study the visual effects of the Northern Lights. 
Two small oil sketches demonstrate his sustained engagement with the subject, and 
echo the published observations of others (figs. 16-17). The first, painted from Mt. 
Desert Island, Maine during a trip in September 1860, was explicitly used as source 
work for his larger painting of the subject.35 Church appears to have transferred the 
sketch’s symmetrical arc of light, including its undulating bands seen to the left, and 
the ring of darkness beneath the glow directly over Hayes’s snowy white backdrop. In 
the second oil sketch—far more abstract—he explores the fiery rays in red and yellow 
hues, and the dramatic nature of the mysterious beam, which flashes forth from the 
lower right of the completed canvas. While Church was presumably recording his own 
experiences gazing up at the auroras, the features he studies in both of these small oil 
sketches serve almost as visual quotations of occurrences described both by Hayes in 
                                                
34 Church created these gouache drawings in a copy of Mrs. A. H. Lincoln Phelps, 
Chemistry for Beginners: Designed for Common Schools, and the Younger Pupils of 
Higher Schools and Academies. With Engravings (New York: F. J. Huntington, 1838), 
p. 68-69. Cited and illustrated in Gerald L. Carr, Frederic Edwin Church Catalogue 
Raisonné of Works of Art at Olana State Historic Site, Volume II (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 25-26. 
 
35 For this attribution, see Truettner, “The Genesis for Frederic Edwin Church’s Aurora 
Borealis,” 270-271, 279. 
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his travel journals, and repeatedly in the media coverage of auroral displays and their 
telegraphic abilities during those years.36  
The auroras, one article states, “took the shape of a bow, now undulating into 
Hogarth’s line of beauty, brightening and fading in its sinuous motion [which] blazed 
out in yellow and rosy gleams…shedding a pale, unearthly radiance over the wastes of 
snow.”37 Other articles described “a bright arch, spanning nearly ninety degrees, 
[which] sprang up, supporting and apparently originating three floating quivering 
sheets of fire. To the south the sky was of a dark leaden colored hue, which contrasted 
oppressively with the surrounding brilliancy.”38 Lights “surrounded the entire horizon 
with a bank of gloom that heightened, by contrast, the beauty of the pearly light.”39 
They were described as “electrical freaks…the attention of every one was directed to a 
full red light, which resembled that reflected from a burning building.”40 As if 
describing the composition of Church’s painting, one observer reported “Broad bands 
of red and green light, reaching from the east to the west horizon…sent forth broad 
rays in every direction,” noting that “[d]uring its continuance the Western Union 
                                                
36 For Hayes’s description of the aurora borealis, see The Open Polar Sea, 215-17. 
 
37 “Bayard Taylor describes an Aurora Borealis which he saw in latitude 67 degrees 
north,” in “Northern Lights,” Chicago Daily Tribune (April 17, 1857), p. 2. 
 
38 “The Aurora Borealis: The Brilliant Display on Sunday Night,” New York Times, 
(August 30, 1859), p. 1. 
 
39 “Aurora Borealis,” New York Times (August 5, 1862), p. 8. 
 
40 “The Aurora Borealis at the South,” [from the Mobile Advertiser, Aug. 30, 1859], 
reprinted in the Chicago Press and Tribune, (September 8, 1859), p. 4. 
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Telegraph Company worked its lines from this city [Chicago] to the western part of the 
state without the use of a battery at either end.”41 
That Church would have been thinking of the telegraphic capabilities of the 
aurora is not at all surprising: his close friend, artistic supporter, and travel companion 
Cyrus W. Field famously founded the Atlantic Telegraph Company immediately 
following his eight-month journey with Church through Ecuador and Columbia 
between April and November of 1853. Field accompanied Church as his sole travel 
companion, and financed this important artistic expedition. The industrialist later 
purchased Church’s painting of Cotopaxi (1855)—a site that the two had visited 
together—which hung prominently in his New York townhouse.42 A fellow member of 
the Traveler’s Club, Field would have been invited to—and perhaps attended—the 
December 1864 viewing of Aurora Borealis at Church’s studio. The two exchanged 
correspondences and traveled together periodically throughout their lives. Field notably 
wrote letters of introduction for Church to present to foreign dignitaries during his trip 
to Labrador and Newfoundland in 1859.43 As Church was sketching icebergs on this 
trip, Field was pursuing his own business venture in the same province, laying a cable 
                                                
41 “Aurora Borealis,” Chicago Tribune, (April 16, 1869), p. 4. 
 
42 The painting is now held in the permanent collection at the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum. 
 
43 Louis Legrand Noble wrote in a letter to Charles Lanman that he was going to take a 
“run with Church up to Newfoundland.” In this correspondence Noble asks Lanman to 
send him some letters from “some great personage,” presumably to present to foreign 
dignitaries during his travels.  He says that he will have letters from bishops and 
archbishops, noting that Church will have some from Cyrus W. Field to the “[w]ood 
chucks of that great country.” See General Correspondence Letter from Louis Legrand 
Noble to Charles Lanman, May 24, 1859. Olana State Historic Site, Hudson, NY. 
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off the shores of St. John’s across the North Atlantic to Ireland, discussed in the 
introduction to this dissertation (see fig. 1).44  
During their 1853 trip to South America, Church and Field were closely 
following the journey and writings of Humboldt, whose observations of the “unity in 
diversity” seen in the natural ecosystem of the Andes inspired his theory put forth in 
Cosmos, foundational to the establishment of modern ecology. “In considering the 
study of physical phenomena,” Humboldt wrote, “we find its noblest and most 
important result to be a knowledge of a chain of connection, by which all natural forces 
are linked together, and made mutually dependent upon each other.”45 Humboldt’s 
theory on the interconnectedness of all organisms in the universe had a tremendous 
impact on Church’s approach to landscape painting. These theories, too, perhaps 
inspired Field, who had previously made his fortune as a paper merchant, to create a 
vast system of interconnection, establishing what would eventually become a global 
telecommunication network of undersea cables.  
 
 
                                                
44 While Field had successfully established a transatlantic telegraph connection in 
August 1858, the connection was short-lived and Field spent the years between 1858 
and 1866 establishing a permanent connection through developing a stronger cable. 
During their boat trip north to Halifax Church apparently regaled his travel companions 
Noble and Agassiz with tales of his journey through South America with Cyrus Field 
in an effort to distract them from their seasickness. See Howat, Frederic Church, 92. 
 
45 Humboldt, Cosmos, 23. For more on Humboldt’s theories and influence, see Laura 
Dassow Walls, The Passage to Cosmos: Alexander von Humboldt and the Shaping of 
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009); and Aaron Sachs, The 
Humboldt Current: Nineteenth-Century Exploration and the Roots of American 
Environmentalism (New York: Viking Press, 2006). 
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CONDUCTING NATIONAL COHESION 
 
While arctic expedition narratives offered a unifying message during a time of 
national conflict and sectionalism, telegraphic transmission was also widely viewed as 
an integrative force. For at least a century electricity had best been understood in both 
mainstream and scientific circles as an impalpable yet pervasive substance, penetrating 
individuals through their pores, coursing through the nervous system, and connecting 
bodies to each other and the world as a unified whole.46 Numerous writers and poets of 
the period called upon the collectivizing power of electricity and its technological 
application with great frequency in their work. Walt Whitman, for instance, in 1867 
added the famous opening line, “I sing the body electric,” to his previously entitled 
“Poem of the Body” in Leaves of Grass—a book which repeatedly mentions electricity 
and the telegraph. Envisioning the connection between poet and audience as a physical 
communion of electric bodies, he writes “The armies of those I love engirth me and I 
                                                
46 An 1849 article on “Theories of Electricity” sites some of the prevailing theories 
about electricity’s penetrative qualities from the mid-eighteenth to mid-nineteenth 
century. In 1750 John Anthony Nollet, for instance, postulated, “every body to which 
electricity is communicated, has two kinds of pores, for the emission and reception of 
the electric matter.” Similarly, during the same year, a Mr. Ellicott, F. R. S. explained, 
“there is a mutual attraction between [electrical phenomena] and those of all other 
bodies.” Another theory indicated, “a very rare and elastic fluid fills the universe and 
the pores of all bodies.” And a Dr. Robert Hare wrote in 1847 that “opposite polarities 
induced in imponderable ethereal matter, existing throughout space…[are] condensed 
more or less within ponderable bodies so as to enter into combinations with their 
particles, forming atoms, which may be designated as ethereo-ponderable.” See J. W. 
O., “Theories of Electricity,” Scientific American 5, no. 3 (October 6, 1849): 19. For 
more on historical notions of electricity and intangible matter’s connective properties, 
see Joe Milutis, Ether: The Nothing that Connects Everything (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2006). 
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engirth them…and charge them full with the charge of the soul.”47 Whitman suggests 
the poet’s role in a democratic society, albeit sexualized, to bind the nation as one 
body.  
Even in the throes of the Civil War, Oliver Wendell Holmes envisioned the 
nation as a single telegraphic body, writing optimistically in 1861 that “the whole 
nation is now penetrated by the ramifications of a network of iron nerves which flash 
sensation and volition backward and forward to and from towns and provinces as if 
they were organs and limbs of a single living body.”48 The literary scholar Paul 
Gilmore, in his study on electricity and American Romanticism, comments on mid-
nineteenth-century visions of telegraphy as “rendering the United States ‘ONE 
PEOPLE’…one body whose throbs and beats all would feel instantaneously and 
simultaneously. Implying a unified national identity—a homogenous, self-identified 
citizenry,” Gilmore continues, “the telegraph erased social differences of all sorts, 
becoming a transparent medium for the intermixture of individual souls.”49 As a 
symbol of national unity amid great division, the telegraph began to resemble another 
archetypal figure of American cohesion: the flag. 
                                                
47 Walt Whitman, “I Sing the Body Electric,” Leaves of Grass (New York: W. E. 
Chapin & Co., Printers, 1867): 98. 
 
48 See, Oliver Wendell Holmes, “Bread and the Newspaper,” The Atlantic Monthly 
(September 1861): 384, quoted in Paul Gilmore, Aesthetic Materialism: Electricity and 
American Romanticism (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2009): 54. 
 
49 Paul Gilmore, commenting on [Anon.] “The Nerve of the Continent,” Philadelphia 
North American 15 (January 1846), quoted in Daniel Czitrom, Media and the 
American Mind: From Morse to McLuhan (Chapel Hill, University of North Carolina 
Press, 1982): 12. See Gilmore, Aesthetic Materialism, 54-55.  
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While many of Church’s works have been interpreted as metaphors for nation, 
none more blatantly confronts the issue of nationhood than a small painting created 
shortly after the attack on Fort Sumter. Our Banner in the Sky (1861; fig. 18) was 
reproduced as a chromolithograph and sold to aid the Northern cause (indeed, the 
actual flag lowered in surrender at Fort Sumter subsequently toured the Northern states 
as a Union icon for military support). In Church’s lurid work a lone blasted tree in the 
foreground becomes the pole of a tattered flag, appearing in the firmament before the 
break of dawn. Wavy streaks of clouds reddened by the sun form the flapping stripes, 
giving way to the star-speckled sky in the upper left. In this picture the message is 
clear: after this initial surrender at the dawn of the Civil War, the Union must rally 
around their shredded flag in order for it—and the nation it symbolizes—to be mended 
back together. Yet for all its dramatic fervor and intensity, however, Church’s 
materialization of the flag in the sky feels entirely misplaced—even amateurish.  
Critics usually admired the artist’s keen abilities in translating the more elusive 
aspects of nature into paint. “The sky was the field of his earliest triumphs,” 
Tuckerman, for example, observed. “[F]rom the first, an attempt to transcend the most 
common and familiar, and to represent the most impressive phases and phenomena, is 
apparent.…Few artists have so profoundly and habitually studied sunshine and 
atmosphere.”50 In works like Twilight in the Wilderness (1860) or Cotapoxi (1862) 
Church’s skies are theatrical, to be sure, but their “fleecy clouds,” “floating vapor,” and 
sometimes “brooding mists” are rooted in naturalism, relying on the subtle allegory of 
                                                
50 Tuckerman, Book of the Artists, 371. Early accounts have noted the artist’s daily 
ritual of studying the effects of the sunset on the earth and the atmosphere from a 
hilltop at Olana, his estate along the Hudson River.  
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‘nature as nation’ (figs. 19-20).51 Our Banner in the Sky, on the other hand, disposes 
with the pretense of atmosphere completely. It forces the weaving together of sky 
elements into the patriotic textile in a most unnatural way. While Church worked hard 
to figure out how to communicate notions of national identity and political strife 
through representations of nature, at times he failed. Indeed Our Banner in the Sky is 
the result of a landscape artist struggling for a language to communicate a big idea 
through a “natural” phenomenon.  
With its ethereal lights emblazoned across the night sky, Aurora Borealis has 
often been cast as a pendant to Church’s patriotic picture. Together these works have 
been interpreted as celestial bookends to the Civil War, both attempting to convey a 
grand message and using atmosphere to do it.52 Church even appears to have used the 
same preparatory drawings for both paintings, based on a similar compositional 
structure. Three pencil sketches dated September 1860, seven months prior to his 
execution of Our Banner in the Sky, were made while observing an aurora off the coast 
of Mt. Desert Island, Maine. In two of the drawings the artist has filled in the darkened 
sky, the mountainous coastline, and the reflections in the watery foreground, all with 
varying shades of solid graphite scribbled evenly across the surface throughout (figs. 
                                                
51 Tuckerman notes the artist’s handling of “fleecy clouds,” “the sunshine, beaming 
across the vary vail [sic], [which] forms thereon a rainbow…a prismatic bridge,” “the 
aqueous effects…[of] the floating vapor, the blue sky, the radiant iris—the brooding 
mists…water, air, cloud, hill, and vale.” See Tuckerman’s discussion of Rainy Season 
in the Tropics in particular in, Book of the Artists, 383. 
 
52 See William H. Truettner, “The Genesis of Frederic Edwin Church’s Aurora 
Borealis,” 267-283. Also see, Michael J. Aschenbrenner, “The Hope of a Nation: 
Frederic Edwin Church’s Our Banner in the Sky and Aurora Borealis,” (M.A. thesis: 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2006). 
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21-22). He has, however, outlined the auroras with all of the other surrounding 
elements, rendering the areas where the lights would have appeared as negative space, 
represented only by the blank page. The creamy-white paper trails outward, cutting 
through the graphite sky in long, wavy forms from an indistinct central mass, leaving 
the light effects to the beholder’s imagination—meant to be filled in later. A third 
drawing depicts only the lights this time, rendered crudely as a series of hurriedly 
jotted lines darting outward in arcing forms above a simply drawn horizon line (fig. 
23).  
Whether by racing to document the light effects, or by leaving them altogether 
blank, these works on paper suggest the difficulty of representing the auroras due to 
their lack of tactile materiality combined with their dynamic and perpetual motion. 
Though Church inscribed each of these sketches with the title, “Aurora, Mt. D.,” both 
the ambiguous marks and the outlined voids wafting in the sky could be interpreted in a 
number of ways. It is easy to imagine that the artist called upon these sketches of the 
auroras—a known natural phenomenon occurring in the sky—as source work for his 
phantasmagoric painting of the flag materializing as if by magic, through the 
serendipitous alignment of clouds and stars in the dawn sky, painted during the 
following year. After all, Aurora Borealis and Our Banner in the Sky are the only two 
paintings in Church’s body of work to depict such unusual aerial effects. The absence 
of the auroras in these drawings allows for that kind of transformation. In fact, the flag 
could be understood as a stand-in for the Northern Lights, mimicking their dynamic 
effects. As a textile, it provides a material substrate to enact the fluid, rolling motion 
and ethereality of the lights—all so difficult to capture in the pencil sketches.  
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By filling in the blanks with the atmospheric flag, Our Banner in the Sky, by 
contrast, is easily legible. As a partisan propaganda image, however, it falls short as a 
symbol of national coherence. Presented with torn and frayed edges, the flag in this 
work is on the verge of disappearance.53 Accordingly, after the attack on Fort Sumter, 
the Union was in a precarious position and the outlook was questionable. At this 
specific moment, the flag became a politicized symbol of divisiveness, representing 
one side of a nation at war with itself. In this context, the concept of national identity 
was in crisis. Our Banner in the Sky mawkishly conveys a sense of disillusionment 
with the flag as a tenuous symbol of unity. The clouds and garish colors of dawn will 
soon dissipate rendering the flag—and national identity—ephemeral. 
Given the heavy-handedness of this attempt at communicating an explicit 
message of unity in the sky, it makes sense that, in another painting, Church would 
explore the means by which communication is itself conveyed, finding a better symbol 
of interconnection in the process. By taking up the subject of a natural phenomenon 
known to be interchangeable with telegraphic transmission, Aurora Borealis gives 
visual presence to an otherwise invisible technological process. The twisting bands of 
concentrated color can, on one level, be read as an energized channel of 
interconnection—perhaps even an allusion to the wire itself, ‘charged to its utmost 
capacity’ with the ‘auroral fluid’. Both invisible and impalpable, the materiality of 
telegraphic transmission remained mysterious to most people—an “imponderable 
                                                
53 Albert Boime makes a similar observation, noting the flag’s “tattered look” as “the 
appropriate metaphor for the ravaged national landscape.” See Boime, Art in an Age of 
Civil Struggle, 1848-1871 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007): 447. 
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agent.”54 Its connective power was frequently understood through the technology’s 
hardware, as demonstrated by a story entitled “An Evening with the Telegraph-Wires,” 
which appeared in The Atlantic Monthly in 1858. The story’s narrator discovers that, 
upon grasping a telegraph wire in his hands, he can “hear [and] feel the purport of a 
telegraphic message,” which, after a few jerks in his arm, was “conveyed, 
magnetically, to [his] brain.”55 At first delighted by his discovery, he was then 
overcome with great sadness as he felt the deep sorrow of a weeping mother calling for 
her husband’s return before the imminent death of their daughter. While the story 
suggests that the telegraph held the possibility of unmediated understanding and 
emotional connection—drawing upon related spiritualist beliefs of the period—the 
narrator’s intimate access to the thoughts and feelings of others is anchored to the 
hardware of the wire through physical touch. In lieu of an apprehensible medium, the 
wire became the site of telegraphic exchange. Planted firmly in the ground, it is the 
tactile channel through which the ‘electric fluid’ courses. 
Yet the cable-like bands of color in Aurora Borealis, from which the rays of 
light emanate, snake through the sky untethered. They are fully in the air. As a 
connective conduit they meander around in glyph-like formation, seen most 
prominently in the green section of its zenith and continuing through the cloudy sheath 
                                                
54 See “The Imponderable Agents,” Scientific American, Vol. 9, No. 3 (October 1, 
1852): 18. This article was part of a series, demonstrating broad investigation of the 
physical properties of imperceptible or difficult-to-describe phenomena such as light, 
heat, electricity, magnetism, wavelengths, and ether in popular science journals of the 
period.  
 




into amber and crimson. They suggest a visual correspondence with the “numerous 
side displays in the telegraph offices,” in which “all sorts of fantastical and unreadable 
messages came through the instruments,” as documented in reports on the Great 
Auroral Exhibition.56 Church paints these charged bands in such a way to appear as 
though contorted into written text—a sort of cosmic skywriting. But unlike the flag, the 
message is abstract—not distilled into a concrete symbol.57 As a partisan symbol, the 
flag in Our Banner in the Sky operates as a token of unification, and a tenuous one at 
that. The aurora borealis, on the other hand, is more than just an emblem of cohesion. It 
is uprooted from the ground, entirely dislodged from earthly matter. As a manifestation 
of telegraphy it is a process that unites and connects people over vast distances. More 
than a Civil War allegory, it actually operates as an interconnecting force.  
 
LANDSCAPE PAINTING AND NEW MEDIA 
Telegraphy, in this way, is a powerful conduit into the underlying concerns of 
Aurora Borealis. As a material investigation of the process by which communication is 
conveyed, this work explores the transmission of meaning between landscape and 
viewer, rather than the details of its content. This would have been an opportune 
moment for Church to take on this sort of artistic project, reevaluating his own formal 
                                                
56 “The Aurora as Seen Elsewhere—Remarkable Electrical Effects,” The New York 
Times (August 30, 1859): 1. Originally published in the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin. 
 
57 Building upon this interpretation, Eleanor Harvey has suggested during 
conversations with the painting in the gallery, that the point of Church’s peak in the 
background resembles a telegraphic needle, chiseling a message into the painted sky. 
This reading would place Church, for whom the peak was named, in the role of 
painter/telegrapher. Eleanor Harvey, personal communication at the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, January 8, 2015. 
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communicative strategies, given the waning taste for landscape painting during the 
following decade. As Franklin Kelly has noted, Church and his peers started to 
recognize that the genre was beginning to lose currency as a means for expressing 
relevant ideas and holding the interest of American audiences during these post-Civil 
War years. By the end of the 1860s one critic wrote, “Landscape art disappears year by 
year from our exhibitions,” concluding that it was “easily ascertainable that the public 
takes no interest whatever in landscape.”58  
Church had deployed many elaborate tactics to capture the American public’s 
attention with his landscapes since the late 1850s, starting with his visual conveyance 
of never-before-seen lands. “Partaking in the enterprise of commerce,” wrote Jarves, 
“[the landscape genre] sends its sons to Brazil, to the Amazon, to the Andes, beyond 
the Rocky Mountains; it orders them in pursuit of icebergs off frozen Labrador; it 
pauses at no difficulties, distance, expense, or hardship in its search of the new and 
striking.”59 Such were the new lengths to which landscape artists would go in order to 
produce compelling paintings. Writing of the American public’s desire to “transport 
ourselves to the climes represented,” Tuckerman acknowledged Church’s “bravery to 
seek and the patience to delineate subjects here, tofore [sic.] scarcely recognized by art, 
one of whose benign missions it is to extend the enjoyment which time and space limit, 
and bring into mutual and congenial acquaintance the most widely separated glories of 
                                                
58 “Fine Arts. Forty-fifth Exhibition of the National Academy of Design,” The Nation 8 
(April 29, 1869): 340. See Kelly, Frederic Edwin Church, 63-64. 
 
59 “The speculating blood infuses itself into art. Within proper limits, the zest of gain is 
healthful; but if pushed to excess, it will reduce art to the level of trade,” Jarves warns. 
See James Jackson Jarves, The Art-Idea: Sculpture, Painting, and Architecture in 
America (New York: Hurd and Houghton, 1865): 238. 
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the universe.”60 In order to successfully “transport” his viewing public, Church’s 
challenge, it would seem, was how to respond to timely issues raised by new 
technologies—how to stimulate the experience of a long-distant site with paint. As the 
first technology of its kind—simultaneously connecting distant parties—the telegraph 
offered a new way of thinking about how to access that which “time and space limit.” 
The telegraph had great implications for mid-nineteenth-century landscape 
representation; above all, its instantaneity was widely understood in period accounts to 
‘annihilate space’. The telegraph’s invisible and impalpable force “[made] geography 
irrelevant,” wrote James W. Carey in his foundational work on media and 
communication theory. With this technology, he argued, “the spatial frontier was 
closed.”61 Indeed, many visual artists of Church’s day struggled to account for the 
telegraph’s troubling spatial and temporal conditions, relying instead upon the presence 
of its infrastructure in the form of telegraph poles and wires. One common trope 
pictures the two conversing parties with their transmitting devices on either side of a 
schematic landscape, as demonstrated by an image published in Frank Leslie’s on 
August 28, 1858, depicting the first official telegraphic messages between Queen 
Victoria and President Buchanan upon the initial completion of the transatlantic cable 
                                                
60 Tuckerman, Book of the Artists, 370. 
 
61 James W. Carey, “Technology and Ideology: The Case of the Telegraph,” in 
Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society (New York: Routledge, 
1989): 217-228. Carey also notes that, in the wake of the telegraph, “space was, in the 
phrase of the day, annihilated.” See Carey, 219. An example of this period rhetoric can 
be found in “The Magnetic Telegraph: Some of Its Results,” Littell’s Living 6 (July 26, 
1845): 194-95. Rebecca Solnit discusses new media and “the annihilation of space and 
time” in Solnit, Motion Studies: Time, Space and Eadweard Muybridge (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2004): 1-24. 
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(fig. 24). The telegraphic cable connects the principle scenes of the event—both the 
presidential and royal operators. It rises up and over the transcribed messages of the 
exchange, naturalized by an outgrowth of meandering ivy. Placed at the upper margin, 
above the cable is an abbreviated expanse of the North Atlantic, which sits between the 
European and North American continents. The vignette busts of the two leaders are 
suspended in this virtual space amid the names of inventors and industrialists crucial to 
the endeavor: Benjamin Franklin, Samuel F. B. Morse, Cyrus Field, and Hans Christian 
Oersted.62 Linear time and traversable distance—two basic tenets of landscape 
representation—do not quite seem to account for the telegraph. Its spatiotemporality 
(across the ocean in mere seconds) cannot be accounted for by atmospheric perspective 
and the sense of gradual traversal through space conveyed by grand-manner landscape 
paintings of the period. Jennifer L. Roberts, in her study Transporting Visions: The 
Movement of Images in Early America, has argued that “Whereas the railroad [and 
other industrial infrastructures] might destroy, or threaten to destroy, the pastoral 
content of landscape painting, the telegraph destroys its very structure.”63  
As the premier landscape painter of his generation living and working during 
this technological revolution, Church surely would have been cognizant of the 
                                                
62 Franklin was famous for his experiments, which lead to the ability to harness 
electricity; Morse patented the first telegraph; Field funded the transatlantic telegraph 
venture; and Oersted was a physicist who discovered the magnetic fields created by 
electric currents, leading to an understanding of electromagnetism.  Illustrated in Frank 
Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, August 28, 1858, p. 191.  Library of Congress Prints 
and Photographs, LC-USZ62-59417.  See also Jennifer L. Roberts, who analyzes this 
mode of illustrating telegraphic space in Transporting Visions: The Movement of 
Images in Early America (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014): 147.  
 
63 Roberts, Transporting Visions, 152. Also see, Leo Marx, The Machine in the Garden 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964). 
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telegraph’s radical geographic intervention. While, as Carey and many others have 
observed, the telegraph essentially rendered the landscape obsolete, eradicating 
distance through its instantaneous transmission of encoded textual information, it was 
beginning to extend its reach to visual information as well. By 1848 the Scottish 
inventor and engineer Alexander Bain had introduced his Copying Telegraph, a 
precursor the modern-day fax machine. “The ‘Copying Telegraph’ is capable of 
transmitting the fac simile of any communication in writing or printing, or of any other 
figure, including a profile of the ‘human face divine,’ so that the physiognomy of a 
runaway could be sent to all the outposts of the kingdom in two or three minutes,” Bain 
wrote in a letter to the editor of a British newspaper, reproduced in an 1848 issue of 
Scientific American.64 While this technology was not in practice in the United States 
until the turn of the twentieth century, broad knowledge of the telegraphic transmission 
of images throughout Europe would have certainly reverberated among image-making 
communities such as those inhabited by Church in New York during the 1860s. Indeed 
Roberts acknowledges that, “in theory the new system of dematerialized transmission 
[of early facsimile] could threaten the integrity of images.”65  
                                                
64 Alexander Bain, letter to the editors, the London Spectator (June 7, 1848), reprinted 
in Scientific American (July 29, 1848), 357. Bain’s invention was first patented in 
England, France, Scotland, and Belgium in 1843. It had, however, been improved upon 
by the English physicist Frederick Bakewell, who introduced his “Image Telegraph” in 
1848, demonstrating it at the 1851 World’s Fair in London. By the early 1860s, the 
Italian physicist and priest Giovanni Caselli’s “pantelegraph” was in commercial use, 
able to transmit handwriting and images. Cited in Roberts, Transporting Visions, 146 
and 198. 
 
65 Roberts accounts for this possibility, despite her argument that, “for the moment,” 
images in the United States “were secure, their resistance to [telegraphy] confirmed.” 
See Roberts, Transporting Visions, 146-147. 
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Amid this burgeoning technological environment the telegraph, along with 
other new media technologies such as the railroad, steam travel, photography, and the 
panorama transformed preindustrial experiences of space, redefining the “social, 
temporal, and visual fields within which landscape art was located,” as Angela Miller 
has compellingly noted in a recent essay on “Landscape Painting in the Arena of the 
Popular Arts.”66 Instantaneous communication over vast distances, high-speed travel, 
and new visual apparatuses provided more immediate access to an expanded terrain, 
presenting a challenge to the tradition of landscape representation. “Confronted with 
innovative forms of immersive visuality…[landscape painting] responded by adopting 
a much enlarged scale and an intensification of visual experience,” as Miller asserts. 
“New media pushed the painted landscape toward greater and greater perceptual 
authority.”67 When considered in the context of the broader media ecology of the 
period, Church’s large-scale panoramic paintings of remote, far-off sites and natural 
wonders seem to align directly with these perceptual shifts. As the cinema studies 
scholar Tom Gunning has provocatively argued of the genre as defined by Church and 
his peers, “[L]andscape depends on technology, even as it is threatened by it,” further 
                                                
66 The cultural historian Erkki Huhtamo studies how this “interplay of media channels” 
created a technological environment that forecasts our current culture of new media 
today. See Huhtamo, Illusions in Motion: Media Archaeology of the Moving Panorama 
and Related Spectacles (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2013): 192. Cited in Angela Miller, 
“Landscape Painting in the Arena of the Popular Arts,” American Art 31: 2 (Summer 
2017): 35-36. In this recent contribution to a roundtable addressing new directions in 
landscape scholarship, Miller discusses the potentials for interpreting landscape in the 
context of new media.  
 
67 Miller refers specifically to visual devices—the panorama, the camera, the 
stereoscope, and cinema—but transport and communication technologies also 
contributed to a broader immersive sensibility regarding long-distant spaces. See Miller, 
“Landscape Painting in the Arena of the Popular Arts,” 35. 
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claiming that, “landscape must be viewed not simply as a refuge from technology, but, 
in a complex manner, as its product.”68 
In the artist’s 1857 painting Niagara, for example, rather than engulfing the 
viewer in the site’s tremendous depth and verticality, the Horseshoe Falls are 
composed along a radically horizontal axis (fig. 25). At nearly seven and a half feet 
wide (a length twice the canvas’s height), its format emphasizes the panoramic sweep 
of the falls, offering a vista far wider than what human eyesight can take in at once. 
This compositional arrangement was without precedent in American landscape 
painting at the time. The landmark, however, had been transformed into a massive 
moving panorama for the well-known stage production of the 1828 play by William 
Dunlap entitled A Trip to Niagara; Or, Travellers in America, associating the site with 
tourism and popular entertainment. The panorama included landscape sites along the 
trip up the Hudson River leading up to Niagara Falls, casting the audience members as 
passengers traveling through the landscape, watching it roll by from their seats. As the 
theater historian Samuel Shanks notes, “When A Trip to Niagara was produced in 
                                                
68 Gunning notes that the “affinity between the Great Paintings [those of Church, 
Moran, Bierstadt, and others] and the panorama did not pass unnoticed, or uncensored, 
since the panoramas themselves were considered outside the bounds of art. The subtlest 
American critic of the era, James Jackson Jarves,” Gunning continues, “satirically 
invoked the country bumpkin who, seeing Bierstadt Great Painting from 1863, The 
Rocky Mountain, ‘mistook [the painting] for a panorama, and after waiting a while 
asked when the thing was going to move.’ The rube, Jarves claimed, ‘was a more 
sagacious critic than he knew himself to be.’” See Tom Gunning, “Landscape and the 
Fantasy of Moving Pictures: Early Cinema’s Phantom Rides,” in Cinema and 
Landscape, ed. Graeme Harper and Jonathan Rayner (Chicago: Intellect, The 
University of Chicago Press, 2010): 37, 47-48. Quote cited in Jarves, The Art-Idea, 254. 
For more on the relationship between landscape and technology, see Leo Marx’s 
canonical text, The Machine in the Garden. 
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1828, Thomas Cole was the artist of the moment.”69 Dunlap was deeply inspired by 
Cole and the two became close friends and founding members of the New York 
Drawing Association, which met three times a week. Indeed, Cole himself 
experimented with the panoramic mode in his own work during these same years, as 
Alan Wallach explores in his foundational essay on Cole and the “panoptic sublime.”70 
Due to Dunlap’s intimate associations with Cole, it is probable that Church—Cole’s 
only pupil—would have been aware of the playwright and his project featuring an 
immersive panoramic vision of Niagara.71  
Niagara Falls, furthermore, was the most popular tourist destination of the era, 
the most photographed site of the latter half of the nineteenth century, and the most 
stereographed subject in the world, as Raab notes in her close reading of the painting.72 
The first set of panoramic daguerreotypes of Niagara Falls were created in the mid-
1840s by the pioneers of stereoscopic photography, Frederic and William Langenheim, 
                                                
69 See Samuel Shanks, “Rooting Out Historical Mythologies; William Dunlap’s A Trip 
to Niagara and its Sophisticated Nineteenth Century Audience,” Journal of American 
Drama and Theater (JADT), Vol. 27, No. 2 (Spring 2015). 
 
70 Wallach situates Cole’s invocation of a “panoptic sublime”—a state of exhilaration 
created by feelings of power and control over a site—in his 1836 painting of View from 
Mount Holyoke, Northampton, Massachusetts, after a Thunderstorm (The Oxbow) 
(based upon sketches made in 1829) alongside the rise in tourism and panorama 
exhibitions of the period. See Alan Wallach, “Making a Picture of the View from 
Mount Holyoke,” Bulletin of the Detroit Institute of Arts 66 (1990): 34-45. 
 
71 They were also included in James Fenimore Cooper’s weekly lunches—a social 
gathering for artists and writers known as “The Bread and Cheese Club.” See Shanks, 
“Rooting Out Historical Mythologies.” For Dunlap’s writings on Cole, see William 
Dunlap, History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States, Vol. 
3 (New York: Benjamin Blom, 1965 [1834]), 140-150. 
 
72 Raab, Frederic Church, 38. 
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making the site internationally iconic. In the early 1850s the Langenheims created a 
series of stereoscopic images of Table Rock and Horseshoe Falls, taken from the same 
vantage point that Church later chose for his grand painting—as though photographer 
and painter were standing at exactly the same point hovering precariously over the 
open falls (fig. 26). Stereoscopes had a significant impact on visual culture of the 
period due to the immersive visuality they offered. Beholders would peer into the 
viewing device to find two separate photographs—one as seen by the right eye and the 
other as seen by the left—converged into one image, offering a three-dimensional 
experience of the depicted site. With a viewer designed to seal off the user’s eyes from 
their actual surroundings, the stereoscope transported its beholders to the site inside the 
apparatus, “produc[ing] an appearance of reality which cheats the senses with its seeing 
truth,” as Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote in one of several articles on the subject. “The 
first effect of looking at a good photograph through the stereoscope,” Holmes 
continued, “is a surprise such as no painting ever produced. The mind feels its way into 
the very depths of the picture. The scraggy branches of a tree in the foreground run out 
at us as if they would scratch our eyes out.”73  
Holmes’s comparison of the visual device with, in his view, the deficient 
experiential properties of painting demonstrates broader notions and biases, with which 
artists like Church had to contend during the period. While many painters in the wake 
of photography eventually turned away from detail altogether, focusing instead on 
brushstroke, Church, by the 1860s, had become famous for his laboriously delineated 
                                                
73 Oliver Wendell Holmes, “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” The Atlantic 
Monthly, Vol. 3 (June 1859): 738-748. 
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visions, bringing long-distant sites of the equatorial region and the subarctic to a large 
international audience for close scrutiny—a sort of tele-visual and telescopic project. 
Laden with tropical detail, The Heart of the Andes is the quintessential example. In this 
one monumental canvas (5 ½ x 10 feet), the artist compresses the range of ecosystems 
found in Ecuador, from the jungle to the high desert and snow-capped peaks. Raab has 
suggested that this work, in its material excess, “reveals an aesthetic of information, a 
painting that tries to ‘say everything’ and that therefore cannot be resolved into that 
‘large and appealing thing.’”74 This was, in fact, the way the stereoscopic image was 
described during the period. As Holmes continued, “Then there is such a frightful 
amount of detail, that we have the same sense of infinite complexity which Nature 
gives us. A painter shows us masses; the stereoscopic figure spares us nothing—all 
must be there, every stick, straw, scratch, as faithfully as…the ever-moving stillness of 
Niagara.”75 
Yet in works like Niagara, details were beyond photographic. Church’s 
gushing waters capture a mere instant of Niagara’s powerful, dynamic motion. They 
are rendered with a level of crispness and precision not yet possible for photography. 
The Langenheims’ stereograph, for example, displays the duration of its exposure 
through the softened streams of water pouring over the edge of the Falls. In Church’s 
painting, however, “each blue swell and white cap becomes visible,” as Raab describes, 
                                                
74 Jennifer Raab, “‘Precisely These Objects’: Frederic Church and the Culture of 
Detail,” The Art Bulletin 95, Vol. 4 (December 2013): 581. Quoted material is cited in 
Frank Jewett Mather Jr., “Worthington Whittredge, Landscape Painter,” Outlook, July 
2, 1904, 533. The critic, in this article, reflects upon Church’s career one year after the 
artist’s death. 
 
75 Holmes, “The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” 744. 
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as if to exceed photographic technology in its delineation of vigorously moving 
minutiae. “[T]he countless waves and churning froth [are] communicated by individual 
dots and flecks…[so that] the foreground retains its representational illusion even at a 
very close range.”76 In its vast openness and unobstructed detail, Raab asserts, 
“Niagara constructs an unmediated viewing experience and thus an effect of 
immediacy.”77 The sensation it elicits is overwhelming. Occupying the entire plane of 
vision, the viewer becomes disoriented, as though actually standing at the edge of the 
cascading falls with no safeguard preventing them from falling in.   
Such sensationalism was enhanced by Church’s novel display strategy. 
Niagara, The Heart of the Andes, and The Icebergs were all theatrically unveiled to the 
public, touring as single-work exhibitions (fig. 27). They drew hundreds of thousands 
of people who each paid twenty-five cents and entered a darkened gallery to view a 
single monumental landscape in a setting evocative of a stage production. The canvases 
were displayed in shadowbox frames, draped with plush jewel-toned curtains and 
illuminated with hidden skylights by day and dramatic gas-jet lighting by night, 
“creat[ing] the illusion that the light was emanating from the painting itself, that one 
was looking, perhaps, onto a real scene,” as Iris Cahn notes in her pioneering essay on 
the relationship between the “Great Picture” tradition of Church and early American 
film.78 Printed pamphlets and narrative guides were distributed to onlookers, their vivid 
                                                
76 Raab, Frederic Church, 21. 
 
77 Ibid. 26. 
 
78 Iris Cahn, “The Changing Landscape of Modernity: Early Film and America’s ‘Great 
Picture’ Tradition,” Wide Angle 18.3 (1996): 85-100. Also see Raab, Frederic Church, 
65. Alan Wallach describes the display of panoramas in the early nineteenth century in 
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language describing unfamiliar geographies, exotic plants and animals, and imagined 
sensations enhancing the visible details of the painted site.79 That spectators in the 
various cities where the paintings toured were asked to bring opera glasses suggests 
that the viewing experience elicited participatory navigation through the expansive 
topography, casting viewer as explorer in this intensely visual experience.80  
A young Mark Twain visited The Heart of the Andes three times during its 
1861 tour in St. Louis, writing to his brother that each time it was “always a new 
picture—totally new.” He continued to describe his experience processing all the 
details over the course of his three viewings (figs. 28-29): 
 
                                                                                                                                        
a strikingly similar way: “The painting was illuminated by hidden skylights, while the 
rotunda and its contents…remained shrouded in darkness, the resulting contrast 
between light and dark, between the painting and the ghostly or insubstantial realm 
inhabited by the spectators—who thereby became anonymous and invisible witnesses 
to the scene—produced a powerful trompe-l’oeil effect, making the painting the only 
visible ‘reality’. All this was done to maximize visual drama, since spectators did not 
casually come upon the painting but emerged from the shadowy space of the tower 
onto the viewing platform, where the painting suddenly burst upon them. This was a 
dramatic and no doubt sublime moment that early panorama visitors often found 
overwhelming. (A visit to a panorama could result in dizziness and ‘Sehkrank,’ or ‘sea-
sick ess.’)” See Wallach, “Making a Picture of the View from Mount Holyoke,” 37. 
 
79 Raab, Frederic Church, 68-71. For pamphlets and narratives that accompanied 
Church’s paintings, see Theodore Winthrop, A Companion to The Heart of the Andes  
(New York: D. Appleton, 1859); Rev. Louis Legrand Noble, Church’s Painting: The 
Heart of the Andes (New York: D. Appleton, 1859); and Rev. Louis Legrand Noble, 
After Icebergs with a Painter: A Summer Voyage to Labrador and around 
Newfoundland (New York: D. Appleton, 1861). 
 
80 In a footnote to her chapter on Niagara, Raab cites Henry Tuckerman describing his 
examination of the painting through a tube, noting that the illusion remained complete. 
“The ‘tube’ that Tuckerman refers to enabled visitors to focus more easily on specific 
details in the painting. Akin to rolling up a piece of paper and peering through, this was 
a less sophisticated, lens-less version of opera glasses.” See Raab, Frederic Church, 
200. Also see Tuckerman, Book of the Artists, 386. 
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We took the opera glass, and examined its beauties minutely…[T]he 
most distant—the minutest object in it has a marked and distinct 
personality—so that you may count the very leaves on the trees. When 
you first see the tame, ordinary-looking picture, your first impulse is to 
turn your back upon it, and say ‘Humbug’—but your third visit will find 
your brain gasping and straining with futile efforts to take all the 
wonder in.…You will never get tired of looking at the picture, but your 
reflections—your efforts to grasp an intelligible Something—you hardly 
know what—will grow so painful that you will have to go away from 
the thing, in order to obtain relief.81   
 
Twain describes quite a conundrum: a profusion of tactile terrestrial details, yet, 
despite so much effort that the brain will be left “gasping,” not a single one can be 
“grasped.” While Church’s intensely detailed pictures were met with overwhelming 
popularity by the general public, critics found fault with them for catering to the realm 
of popular entertainment, outright condemning the sort of showmanship that Twain 
described with exasperated intrigue. “With him [Church] color is an Arabian Nights’ 
Entertainment, a pyrotechnic display, brilliantly enchanting on first view, but leaving 
no permanent satisfaction to the mind, as all things fail to do which delight more in 
astonishing than instructing,” Jarves scoffed. “Church’s pictures have no reserved 
power of suggestion, but expend their force in coup-de-main effects.”82 All that detail, 






                                                
81 Samuel Clemens to Orion Clemens, March 18, 1861, repr. In Mark Twain’s Letters, 
Volume 1: 1853-1866, ed. Edgar Marquess Branch, Michael B. Frank, and Kenneth M. 
Sanderson (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 117. Also see Raab, 
Frederic Church, 66-67. 
 





Radically departing from his project of harnessing so many individual material 
facts all condensed into a single canvas, Church loosens his painterly grip in Aurora 
Borealis, turning to an extreme and unusual diffusion of spatial information, slipping 
into the truly ungraspable (figs. 30-31). Church spent years of experimentation trying 
to outdo new visual media by attempting to virtually transport his audience to a distant 
site through the showmanship and illusionism of his meticulously rendered details—as 
though trying to maintain his genre’s relevance in the face of new technologies. With 
Aurora Borealis, Church turns his attention to the communication process of 
telegraphy, exploring in his own visual terms how his work might actually transmit 
information by internalizing a telegraphic logic in both its formal and iconographic 
structure. Rather than “challenge attention” with a proliferation of earthly particulars, 
an 1876 reviewer observed, “[Church’s] ‘Aurora Borealis’ seems to be an attempt to 
paint that which never can be put on canvas.”83 
Some artists, as Jennifer Roberts suggests, responded to the telegraph’s 
“dematerialized, de-spatialized structure of instantaneous communication” by 
cultivating a conversely materialist painterly practice.84 Produced by an artist one 
generation older than Church, the close-range plein air landscape studies of Asher B. 
Durand, she argues, exemplify the obdurate resistance of images to telegraphic 
transmission. In works such as Rocky Cliff (1860; fig. 32), a sense of enclosure is 
                                                
83 “The Blodgett Paintings,” New York Times (April 20, 1876), p. 8. 
 
84 Roberts, Transporting Visions, 118. 
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created by the “tangled materiality” of the shallow spaces, dominated by mossy 
boulders and tree trunks. The small glimpse of sky seen through a thicket of trees in the 
upper left is painted with a palpable haze of humidity, blending into the feathery 
brushstrokes of leaves adorning the twisted branches—“a materialization of air, a 
tactile version of aerial perspective.”85 The large boulder beneath the thicket obstructs 
the ground in the distance from which these trees have grown, making it appear as 
though they emerge form the boulder itself, pressed up to the painting’s surface. Any 
sense of distance is altogether denied. Painted outdoors surrounded by woods, the 
adhesive surfaces of such works, furthermore, would literally entrap wind-blown 
debris.  “Instead of a visual rhetoric of conductivity, Durand substitutes a visual 
rhetoric of insulation, adhesion, and gathering,” Roberts asserts.86  
If artists like Durand defied the logic of telegraphic transmission in their artistic 
modes of production, Church, by the 1860s, sought to compete with it. While his 
monumental scale, expansive views, and far-flung sites aim to transport the beholder in 
ways that rival the immersive experiences of new visual and transportation media, the 
minute illusionistic details in so many of his works—transmitted from site into canvas 
out to viewer—are of a telegraphic age, in which large amounts of information are 
                                                
85 This is the way Roberts describes the atmosphere in the distance of another study by 
Durand entitled Landscape with Birches. See Roberts, Transporting Visions, 155. 
 
86 Ibid. 154-160. Roberts notes that, “Durand, in his ‘Letters on Landscape 
Painting’…published in The Crayon in 1855, establishes the close study of foreground 
elements as the founding process of all landscape painting. Artists may tackle distances 
step by laborious step, but only after grounding perception in the study of the 
foreground. ‘The study of foreground objects,’ he claims, ‘is worthy whole years of 




rapidly disseminated over great distances, mediated by their communication channel 
(in this case, paint).87 That his ‘Great Pictures’ were displayed to attract enormous 
crowds of viewers further attests to his desired visual language of conductivity and 
transmission. Unlike the intimate, adhesive, and enclosed plein air paintings by 
Durand, Church’s open, unobstructed view in Aurora Borealis leads the viewer’s eye 
all the way through the landscape in a strange and extreme version of what Angela 
Miller has described as the “spatiotemporal landscape mode” that “dominated mid-
nineteenth-century aesthetics in America,” stripped bare in this instance by the 
inhospitable Arctic topography.88 In the place of the Claudean repoussoir object—
usually a tree, for example, framing the left side of the composition—is a snow-and-
ice-encrusted headland sharply receding off into the straight, flat, unending yonder. 
Above all else, extreme depth and distance define the painting’s structural framework. 
Its spatial range is literally of cosmic proportions. From the farthest known northern 
point on the globe ever reached by human life, viewers gaze into the blackened void of 
outer space beneath the Northern Lights. Light of varying intensities is perceived, 
transmitted from the stars billions of miles away, just as the auroral lights have been 
transmitted from the energy of the earth’s sun. The only sources of light and color 
prompt contemplation of deep space and unfathomable distance.  
                                                
87 Following Raab’s argument that Church’s details signaled an epistemological shift 
from Romanticism’s unifying structure of comprehensive knowledge to more modern, 
scientific notions of boundless information, in which details threaten landscape’s more 
idealizing sense of coherence, I would further argue that the telegraph was a major 
source for this shift, dispersing vast amounts of information in a matter of seconds.   
 
88 Miller, The Empire of the Eye, 79, 83. Also see Roberts, Transporting Visions, 148. 
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Counter to the tangled and insistently foregrounded materiality of Durand’s 
“non-conducting” studies, which keep the viewer’s eye scanning the surface of the 
work at all times, the slippery Arctic ground of Aurora Borealis conducts energy and 
movement, emphasized by the sled team gliding through from the lower left, a pictorial 
device that whisks the viewer into the scene along with it (fig. 33). Indeed, it would be 
nearly impossible stand still on the scene’s slick surface. The raw, electric light, 
unbound by a cable, flickers and glows up in the air, reflected below in every surface 
of the ice-encrusted waters. Ice, itself, is in a constant state of flux. An ever-shifting 
terrain, its physical state alters between solid and liquid. “In its formless blankness, 
kaleidoscopic changeability, and violent volatility, ice was difficult to assimilate into 
the language of American landscape painting,” as Maggie Cao describes in her recent 
essay on “Icescapes.” Cao notes that explorers of the nineteenth century associated the 
Arctic terrain with “optical ambiguities and dangerous illusions”—as the artist-explorer 
William Bradford wrote, the Arctic icescape was a “complete reversal of the whole 
order of nature.”89  Not a trace of whiteness can be found in Church’s icy foreground. 
Instead it serves as a medium not only of Arctic traversal, but also for the amorphous 
reflections of colored light. Both a site of global as well as painterly exploration, the 
Arctic scene provided Church with the perfect backdrop to explore the communicative 
possibilities of his own artistic medium. How, Church seems to be asking, can paint—
like the aurora borealis itself—transmit meaning across a vast and difficult-to-navigate 
aesthetic terrain? 
                                                
89 Cao, “Icescapes,” 48-49. Also see William Bradford, The Arctic Regions: Illustrated 
with Photographs Taken on an Art Expedition to Greenland (London: Sampson Low, 
Marston, Low, and Searle, 1873), 47. 
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These impalpable aspects of nature were increasingly prioritized in landscape 
paintings of the 1860s-70s. As Angela Miller has asserted in Empire of the Eye, this 
“light-filled, space expanding atmosphere” of so-called “luminist” works by artists 
such as Sanford Gifford provided a “visual counterpart of the language of invisible 
agency—those silent forces that imperceptibly shaped both nature and society.”90 
Indeed, this era had witnessed the greatest discoveries and breakthroughs in the study 
of invisible, impalpable forces of nature. Light, electricity, magnetism, and other 
“imponderable agents” were explored and explained obsessively in popular and 
scientific journals of the period.91 A writer for Scientific American, for example, asked, 
“How often does each one of us make use, in some way or other, of this mighty force, 
which we have, as it were, chained down and trained to our will! And yet how few of 
us ever turn aside from our daily avocations to inquire what this electricity is, from 
whence it comes, and whither it goes! We acknowledge its existence and make a most 
material use of its powers, and then we stop, just when we might commence an 
investigation full of interest and instruction.”92 Aurora Borealis demonstrates the 
artist’s rigorous pursuit of the evanescent. 
Durand, on the other hand, conceived of his tactile studies in response to the 
perceived “problem of dematerialized language”—one of the results of the telegraph, 
as Roberts notes. In his letters “Durand compares close, foreground nature study to an 
alphabetic exercise, suggesting that the elemental details of these studies provide a 
                                                
90 Angela Miller, The Empire of the Eye, 286.  
 
91 See “The Imponderable Agents,” 18.  
 
92 “Electricity,” Scientific American, Vol. 13, No. 4 (Oct. 3, 1857): 29. 
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primer of letters for landscape painters who have lost the capacity for proper syntax.”93 
The artist used this linguistic metaphor to explain how individual material elements of 
nature are like alphabetical building blocks, each contributing to the overall message 
and communicative effectiveness of a landscape painting. “There can be no dissent 
from the maxim, that a knowledge of integral parts is essential for the construction of a 
whole—that the alphabet must be understood before learning to spell, and the meaning 
of words before being able to read,” as Durand wrote. In his letters, Roberts observes, 
Durand ultimately “prescribe[s] a reanchoring of language in the material earth.”94 
Rather than digging in the dirt, insistently distilling the painterly process of 
communication into earthly matter, Church is fully in the sky in Aurora Borealis, 
tapping into the dematerialized state of pure natural energy conducting information, 
floating and roiling in the atmosphere, infusing all of its surroundings. Unlike Our 
Banner in the Sky, its painterly energy cannot be funneled into a symbol, national or 
otherwise. And unlike Durand’s alphabetic studies, Church’s aurora is detached from 
language, operating instead as a material investigation of unharnessed telegraphic 
transmission and its spatial structure. “The telegraph divorced language from the 
earth,” as Roberts asserts. “Language zipped above the landscape rather than emerging 
organically from within it. And the telegraphic voice was understood as a weightless 
utterance uncannily liberated from any material anchorage.”95 Contrary to the 
“stickiness” of Durand’s outdoor studies, Church’s painting embraces the slipperiness 
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of ice, the weightlessness of light, and the fluidity of color. Electric light pervades 
every surface with icy reflections, arcing over the frozen no-man’s-land that separates 
disparate nations.   
As an exploration of telegraphy and its spatial structure, Aurora Borealis 
operates as an interconnecting force—a force often equated in art and literature with 
the collectivizing power of the artist. Ralph Waldo Emerson, for example, believed his 
words to be charged with electric forces in nature—“patterns of electrical energy,” as 
Eric Wilson explains in his study of Emerson’s Sublime Science. “The power of good 
poetry, and by extension all good writing, resides in ‘the magnetic tenaciousness of 
[the] image’, affecting readers like an ‘explosive force’. Eloquence, written or spoken, 
vitalizes its audience with electricity: it ‘thrills and agitate[s] mankind,’” writes 
Wilson, calling upon Emerson’s words.96 Emerson described his role in “The Poet” as 
the “conductor of the whole river of electricity,” and in “Nature” as a porous body 
through which “the currents of the Universal Being circulate” and “come forth again to 
people a new world.”97 “Metaphors of electrical effect and affect were more than just 
metaphors,” Gilmore acknowledges. “Figures of electricity were not simply used to 
conjure some analogous relationship between aesthetic experience and electrical 
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phenomena. Rather, aesthetic experience itself was often imagined to be, in fact, 
electrical itself.”98  
   
DRAWING THE WORLD TOGETHER 
Church’s electrified arctic setting in Aurora Borealis is the perfect site for 
exploring a transmission model for landscape representation in a telegraphic era.99 In 
the wake of the surge in exploration during the mid-nineteenth century, an Arctic 
imagination developed in which this blank global region became a site upon which the 
world could project its hopes, fears, desires, and ambitions. Beyond the scope of 
human habitation and mobility, the Arctic existed, for most, only in the imagination to 
begin with. But even for Hayes (and the few others who experienced it first-hand), this 
place took hold of the mind in mysterious ways. The explorer’s reflections on his 
expedition in his book The Open Polar Sea (which Church had access to before 
executing his painting) demonstrate the power this environment had on the human 
senses. In it he describes the visual effects conjured by the mind after long periods of 
remote isolation, surrounded by a grey and white arctic icescape with no end in sight:   
 
It is difficult for the mind to comprehend the immense quality of ice 
which floated upon the sea around me.  To enumerate the separate bergs 
was impossible.  I counted five hundred, and gave up in despair.  Near 
by they stood out in all the rugged harshness of their sharp outlines; and 
from this, softening with the distance, they melted away into the clear 
gray sky; and-there, far off upon the sea of liquid silver, the imagination 
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conjured up effigies both strange and wonderful.  Birds and beasts and 
human forms and architectural designs took shape in the distant masses 
of blue and white.  The dome of St. Peter’s loomed above the spire of 
Old Trinity; and under the shadow of the Pyramids nestled a Byzantine 
tower and a Grecian temple.100 
 
 
Critics writing about Church’s Aurora Borealis claimed, too, to see enigmatic 
effigies in the landmasses beneath the auroral light in the painting. Others thought 
Church’s Peak to appear oddly symmetrical, perhaps alluding to an Egyptian pyramid. 
Church’s teacher Thomas Cole, had also drawn upon this compositional device, 
collecting the great structures of civilizations throughout world history into a single 
canvas in his fantastical work The Architect’s Dream (1840; fig. 34). The architect, 
reclining with his books and blueprints on the column in the foreground, dreams of the 
history of Western civilization, pictured in a sharply receding sequence of structures 
going backwards in time in chronological order. Through the neoclassical pillars 
framing either side of the canvas, a Gothic cathedral is situated to the far left 
foreground; Greek and Roman temples and an aqueduct occupy the right 
middleground, receding back to the Egyptian pyramid rising up in the background. The 
compositional structure of Church’s Aurora Borealis bears a striking resemblance to 
Cole’s architectural fantasy. Cole’s line of receding structures is flipped in Church’s 
picture, inverted like a photographic negative to become the icy silhouetted headland, 
morphing into ambiguous and vaguely recognizable shapes, forms, and disparate 
global landmarks—Church’s pyramid is even positioned in the same way, rising up in 
the distance over the mass in the foreground. The Arctic imaginary conjures all of these 
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sites and structures familiar in the mind, bringing them all together amid the vast white 
expanse at the earth’s magnetic pole, beneath the electric lights overhead. Gilmore 
writes of the collectivizing power of the telegraph to bring disparate people and places 
together into a shared virtual space. “[In period discourse] the telegraph united the 
nation or the world not just into one shared consciousness, but one shared body: ‘[The 
telegraph] leaves, in our country, no elsewhere—it is all here…In short, it will make 
the whole land one being.’”101 
The North Pole itself, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, was imagined to 
contain within its icy crust a site of transmission—a portal—to the other side of the 
globe, drawing the hemispheres together in trade and the circulation of goods. At once 
envisioned as a portal uniting East and West, geographers believed this zone to bring 
North and South together, attracting warm currents from the equatorial region to create 
this melted oasis. This hypothesis is pictured, for example, in a “Circumpolar Map” 
illustrating theories on “thermometric gateways” and “thermal paths” to the poles 
proposed by the U.S. navel officer and hydrographer Silas Bent (figs. 35-36). “The 
tropical,” as Raab has observed, “was therefore oddly and improbably connected to the 
polar, first in scientific theories and subsequently in the popular mind.”102 Labeled 
“Supposed Open Sea,” the inner Arctic Circle, even for the most advanced navel 
experts, contained a giant question mark. It was at once envisioned as a blank and 
barren space, and a microcosm of the entire world. As such, it became a space upon 
                                                
101 Ibid. 54-55. Cited in, “The Nerve of the Continent,” Philadelphia North American, 
January 15, 1846. 
 
102 Raab, Frederic Church, 92. 
 
 75 
which people projected their greatest fantasies and fears, where imagination reigned 
supreme.  
The literary scholar Siobhan Carroll, in her study on An Empire of Air and 
Water: Uncolonizable Space and the British Imagination approaches such 
uninhabitable global spaces as areas strongly associated with imperialist drives. “On 
global maps, areas such as the poles, the ocean, the atmosphere, and the subterranean 
were either depicted as mostly empty spaces or evaded such representations 
altogether,” Carroll writes. “They were imagined as harboring within themselves 
marvelous unknowns…but also as resisting, because of their climate or material 
character, their conversion into colonizable forms of space.”103 These “atypical spaces” 
at once played an important role in imperialist projects (the ocean as the channel 
supporting the nation’s maritime empire, for example), while at the same time they 
resisted imperialism purely due to the challenges they posed to cultivation as well as 
state appropriation and control. Optical illusions in the Arctic, for example, “together 
with the ‘landlike’ appearance of icebergs, notoriously fooled polar explorers into 
claiming territory that did not exist,” Carroll notes.104 Such uncolonizable territories, 
she argues, were sites that literature, and as this chapter also suggests, the visual arts 
would claim.105  
In the years of the laying of the transatlantic telegraph cable—perhaps the most 
significant imperialist project of the century—the undersea world offered particular 
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intrigue. One year after the first successful transoceanic message, the painter Christian 
Schussele, in partnership with the physician, amateur naturalist, artist, and member of 
the Academy of Natural Sciences James M. Sommerville produced a lithographic 
watercolor entitled Ocean Life (1859), published with a pamphlet of the same name 
(fig. 37). The image was meant to exhibit some of the most fascinating underwater 
forms, all collected in a single image. Seventy-five species were represented in total, 
accompanied by a numbered diagram and descriptions of the flora and fauna (fig. 38). 
Sommerville described the watercolor as “an intellectual truth,” rather than a “literal 
view.” He envisioned it as a “mental oasis of the sea” in which “no attempt has been 
made to exhibit congruous forms, or even those from waters of the same temperature. 
The objects have been taken (as will be seen by reference to the key,) from localities 
widely separated, and are brought together with regard to their habits; so as to set 
forth…their peculiarities, and their positions, and relations to each other, in their 
respective classes, and to show the dependence of the great kingdoms upon each 
other.”106  
Meant to serve as an aid for popular use in the study of comparative zoology, 
Ocean Life operated much like Cole’s The Architect’s Dream, or Hayes’s mental 
abstractions of the icebergs during his time in the Arctic, imaginatively bringing 
together disparate forms in vivid color. Indeed the correspondence between the black 
and white diagram and the kaleidoscopic rainbow of colors found in the watercolor of 
Ocean Life is in many ways connected to the relationship between Hayes’s white 
                                                




Arctic sketch and Church’s final painting (see fig. 14). In addition to articulating the 
connections between color and the imagination, both sets of works also demonstrate a 
collaborative effort between two creators—one of which, in each case, encountered the 
uncolonizable site first hand (as Hayes documented his observations of the Arctic, so 
too did Sommerville in the undersea regions off the coasts of Florida and Central and 
South America). While, as this chapter argues, the auroras in Church’s picture function 
as a manifestation of telegraphic transmission, Schussele’s enlivened composition 
relatedly engages this technological theme.  
Indeed, the artist developed a distinct interest in art and communication 
technologies during these years, receiving a commission in 1857, for example, to paint 
a group portrait of eighteen prominent American scientists and inventors, including 
Samuel Morse, entitled Men of Progress, completed in 1862. During that same year, 
Schussele purchased, and possibly commissioned, a large work by the marine painter 
Edward Moran entitled The Valley in the Sea (fig. 39).107 Perhaps the only submarine 
painting in all of nineteenth-century “landscape” painting, as Kevin Avery has noted, 
Moran’s technicolored painting is “an exotic amalgam of fact and fantasy.”108 While 
Aurora Borealis directs viewers’ attention up into the earth’s atmosphere to 
contemplate the unhinged energy of telegraphic transmission in its raw form, Moran’s 
work dives into the earth’s deepest depths, drawing onlookers to the ocean floor—the 
site of the undersea cable laid by Field during these very years. Given his engagement 
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of technological subject matter, and his intense interest in imaginative depictions of the 
uncolonizable spaces of the undersea world during these critical cable-laying years, it 
is difficult not to align Schussel’s creative interests with the telegraphic endeavor. 
The cable, as discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, was treated as a 
cultural icon—an object, which generated great intrigue and curiosity for its seemingly 
magical abilities to conduct communications across the ocean. As a result, the 
underwater world that it occupied—akin to the Arctic as one of the earth’s great 
untrodden frontiers—became the subject of scientific investigation, fiction writing, and 
visual culture alike. A cartoon, for instance, published in the British periodical Punch 
in 1865 entitled “A Word to the Mermaids,” responds to the widely reported failed 
attempts at establishing a reliable transatlantic connection between 1858 and 1865 (fig. 
40). The illustration pictures a portly Neptune figure (Roman god of the freshwater 
sea) scolding a school of mermaids who, swimming about, gather around a stretch of 
the cable, some gripping onto it as they drift amid the water, others leaning or sitting 
upon it with no regard for its fragility. The figure of Neptune shouts to the mermaids, 
“Aho-o-o-oy, there! Get off o’ that ‘ere cable, can’t yer—That’s the way t’other one 
was wrecked!!!”109 The Atlantic cable, in this way, activated the ocean floor in the 
minds of the masses. The nineteenth-century viewer of both Schuessel’s and Moran’s 
fantastical aquatic scenes would have undoubtedly connected them with the laying of 
the cable. Many would have also been tempted to associate the small piece of chain in 
the central foreground of The Valley in the Sea with the lengths of cable left behind 
after each failed attempt to establish a successful connection throughout the late 1850s 
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and early 60s. The chain sits among the ocean life growing around it—coral, seaweed, 
urchins, starfish, and a school of fish swimming off in the murky blue distance.  
After years of repeated failure for the Atlantic Telegraph Company, an article 
entitled “Try Again” wrote of concurrent efforts both in the transatlantic cable project 
and Arctic expeditions of the decade. “It is pleasant to see how cheerfully…Mr. Field 
talks, and the [Atlantic Telegraph] Company resolves upon the subject of the new 
Atlantic Cable next year. Ocean cables cost money. If the good public will only raise 
one or two millions of dollars more they shall have their cable.” The writer continues:  
 
The same spirit animates the Arctic explorers…[N]o failure, no eternal 
ice, no fate of Franklin or Kane can dishearten the genius of Arctic 
discovery…The earth was given to man to subdue, and neither tropic 
heat, nor polar cold, nor the waves of the sea, nor the sand of the desert, 
can deter him from his destiny. The stout old British seaman, Sir 
Humphrey Gilbert, sailed away to the North Pole three centuries ago, 
and was never heard of more. But he said that a man was as near to 
heaven on the sea as on the land. That is the spirit which ennobles 
human nature, and solves all the secrets of the globe.110 
 
By engaging these imperialist ventures in Aurora Borealis, Church was taking an 
active position as a participant in such projects. As Carroll compellingly notes, 
“individual authors’ [and, by extension, painters’] representations of atopias during 
[the nineteenth century] reflect not only their attitudes toward the growth of Britain’s 
[and America’s] maritime [and Arctic] empire, but also the part they saw their texts 
[and works of art] playing in that expansion.”111  While portrayals of such imagined 
territories created during the Romantic era emphatically resisted the imperial efforts of 
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the nation-state, as Carroll observes, by the mid-nineteenth century, “the British state 
began to draw on literature to promote its polar expeditions,” laying the groundwork 
for “an alliance between imperial state and literary speculation.”112 With financial 
investments in Arctic expeditions, personal relationships with industrialists like Cyrus 
Field, and a close inner circle of patrons who were wealthy merchants, standing to gain 
even more financial success with both the establishment of transatlantic 
communication as well as a Northwest Passage, Church had every reason to promote 
these endeavors.  
 As a visual act of transmission, the lights in Aurora Borealis in this way 
perform a man-serving task of communication in the service of Art, however, Art’s 
service in this painting is also toward promoting such expansionist projects. Just as 
electricity fostered utopian visions of global interconnection and harmony, it was also 
used “as an analogue to the flow of commerce, thus naturalizing an emergent capitalist 
world.”113 As early as 1752 Benjamin Franklin questions in a letter whether “the 
Aurorae Boreales are Currents of this [electric] Fluid.” Gilmore notes that this early 
application of “current” to electricity “derives from the same root as currency (i.e., the 
‘current of money’),” referencing Franklin’s own work on paper-currency to illustrate 
how the auroras became a socioeconomic metaphor for the emergence of capitalism 
and global trade.114 With the implementation of the telegraph in the mid-nineteenth 
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century, however, the aurora borealis became a universalizing force of democratic 
oneness, while at the same time it embodied the material conditions that facilitated the 
consolidation of capitalist markets. As Carey has discerned, “the general uniformity of 
reaction to the telegraph demonstrated how it was able to fuse the opposite poles of the 
electrical sublime: the desire for peace, harmony, and self-sufficiency with the wish for 
power, profit, and productivity.”115  
In his writing on the geographical imagination, the geographer David Harvey 
perceptively remarks that the sudden speed and simultaneity that interlinked the rising 
capitalist world was extremely troublesome, calling for “some new mode of 
representation through which this interlinked world could be better understood.” 
Movements in art and literature, Harvey continues, “in part reflected but in part also 
sought to impose new definitions of space and time upon a Western capitalism in the 
full flood of violent transformation.”116 By letting go of nature’s details and embracing 
the abstract fluidity and imagination of the uncolonizable Arctic, Aurora Borealis 
exists in the tension between coherence and incoherence, between real and virtual 
space, and between those utopian visions of global harmony and the capitalist drive 
toward international power.  
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On June 25, 1876, the vocal physiology and elocution professor Alexander 
Graham Bell unveiled his Centennial Telephone Transmitter to public astonishment at 
the world’s fair in Philadelphia, where it won the Gold Medal for Electrical Equipment.  
Bell’s invention demonstrated his ability to reproduce the sound of human speech 
potentially hundreds of miles away by transmitting electrical currents through a 
telegraphic wire. Vocally conversing in real-time no longer required face-to-face 
contact. In his official report on the committee’s decision, the head judge, celebrated 
physicist Sir William Thomson described Bell’s crafted assemblage of materials. 
Listing the pieces of iron, electromagnets, a battery, interconnected wires, and other 
parts enabling the long-distance transmission of sound, Thomson took special notice of 
a counterintuitive relationship. “This, perhaps the greatest marvel hitherto achieved by 
the electric telegraph,” declared Thomson, “has been obtained by appliances of quite a 
home-spun and rudimentary character.”1 The physicist’s statement makes the point 
that, while this communication process seemed to defy the material constraints of space 
and time, it was nevertheless embedded in and dependent upon a tactile set of material 
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circumstances.2 And he recognized in these circumstances a connection to the “home-
spun”—a term that gained cultural relevance during the centennial for its association 
with the rustic simplicity ascribed to handmade textiles and domestic crafts such as 
needlework and quilting. Indeed, even as the Centennial Exhibition famously 
showcased groundbreaking technological marvels like the telephone, it also celebrated 
the “hand-stitched” communal conventions of an idealized American past.  
This chapter explores the intersection between homespun and electronic 
communication practices at this historical moment by focusing on an 1876 painting 
entitled A Quilting Party, by the American genre painter Enoch Wood Perry (fig. 41). 
While demonstrating the vogue for historic revival, this seemingly conventional picture 
of two women engaged in the time-honored craft of quilting also confronts the 
awkward intrusion of modern communication devices. Quilting and other artisanal 
modes of artistic expression became a popular theme in genre painting of the period. 
Art historians and scholars of material culture have viewed this handicraft resurgence 
and its visual representation as an antidote to the social fragmentation of a rapidly 
modernizing society.3 By the 1870s, highly mediated communication technologies had 
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collapsed distance in ways that threatened to dismantle conventional frameworks of 
experience—the local identities defining individual communities, as well as the 
division between public and private spheres.4 A Quilting Party, however, suggests that 
genre painting and quilting were not simply backward-looking, old fashioned 
technologies. Rather, they were familiar media through which late-nineteenth-century 
Americans integrated and made sense of newer technologies. Taking a cue from 
Thomson’s association of the telephone with the “home-spun,” I argue that these 
traditional practices are comprised of a similar operating logic based on coding, 
compression, and transmission. 
In his consideration of communication technologies and their role in creating a 
modern discourse network during Perry’s era, the media theorist Friedrich Kittler 
usefully points to their dematerializing effects. “For absolutely the first time, 
information was decoupled [from matter] in the form of a massless flow of 
electromagnetic waves.”5 The physical compression of knowledge into a codified 
message, transmitted through wavelengths and decoded at its destination, meant that 
information could at once be communicated instantly and independent of physical 
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interaction between people. With electronic mediation, the meaning and practice of 
social connection had forever changed, no longer bound to the limits of space and time. 
For Perry and his culture, haptic forms of expression based on “hand-stitched,” face-to-
face interaction helped translate this dematerialized communication process into 
material form.  
Works like A Quilting Party show that new media such as the telephone did not 
appear out of thin air as driving forces of social change in the later 1800s; rather, the 
social and material conditions of “home-spun” culture in the preceding century brought 
these technologies into being. While Kittler’s overarching project envisions a rupture 
between the discourse networks of the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, Perry’s 
work, which renders female quilters agents of abstract communication, locates overlaps 
between these two eras, demonstrating that developments in communication existed 
not as a series of seamless transitions but as a complicated and sometimes awkward 
patchwork of intermediality.6 
 
 
CONSTRUCTING THE “AMERICAN” QUILT 
 
 A Quilting Party situates viewers before the warm glow of a modest 
seventeenth-century Dutch-style interior, wherein two seated quilters have pieced 
together salvaged textile scraps to create a patterned bedspread. An elderly, 
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bespectacled woman hunches over the quilt frame, dutifully hand-stitching the quilt 
layers together, while her young companion threads a needle with her left hand while 
raising the spool to her head with her right. Perry’s composition can be readily situated 
among the scores of domestic scenes from this period portraying country folk engaged 
in artisanal labor associated with an earlier era. The tradition of the quilting party—
gathering around a quilting frame to work and socialize as a close-knit community—
had been viewed as an “obsolete” tradition in New England since the mid-nineteenth 
century. An 1849 account published in Godey’s Lady’s Book notes that contemporary 
young women “know little of the mysteries of ‘Irish chain,’ ‘rising star,’ ‘block work,’ 
or ‘Job’s trouble,’”—once widely recognized patterns—“and would be as likely to 
mistake a set of quilting frames for clothing poles as for anything else.”7  
But as the American Centennial approached, women’s home magazines called 
for a revival of this practice for sentimental purposes. An 1876 article in The Cottage 
Hearth entitled “A Plea for Patch-Work Quilts” advises, “Don’t neglect your patch-
work quilts…[M]emories will return that will be dearer to the heart than harmony of 
color is to the eye…With all the luxuries and conveniences that certainly are in 
advance of the days of our grandmothers, let us retain the patch-work quilt as an 
American institution, and revive it with the centennial year by teaching our children to 
commence one.”8 Scenes such as Perry’s would thus have been understood as patriotic 
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statements supporting the traditions upon which the country was founded.9 
Symbolizing hope for the continuation of pre-industrial values into the country’s 
future, despite major technological advancements, many of these scenes portray 
instructive moments in which a craft or time-honored skill is passed down from old to 
young. This generational transmission is suggested in A Quilting Party through 
allusions to sartorial convention. The older woman is clad in a well-worn calico dress 
and colonial country bonnet. Seated in a Windsor chair, she epitomizes a period that 
predates the picture by generations. Surrounded by rustic trappings, the younger 
woman wears garments of the moment, marking the persistence of the quilting tradition 
in the present-day. 
The 1870s were indeed a decade marked by destabilizing change. Since the 
Civil War had torn the nation apart, the country was attempting to stitch itself back 
together. Anxieties over urbanization and immigration complicated older Anglo 
notions of community, creating a more heterogeneous culture. As many people 
searched for ways to preserve the perceived unifying core values of a dwindling past, 
the collaborative nature of a quilting party was especially conducive to fostering the 
cohesion and enduring stability of a “simpler time.”10 In many ways the “quilting 
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the mythologizing tendencies of Centennial fever, noting that Americans often 
“generously remember the virtues that have enriched us…and as naturally forget their 
vices, their weaknesses, and their shortcomings.” Mrs. Hopkinson, “Some Thoughts on 
Our Completed Century,” Godey’s Lady’s Book and Magazine 92, no. 547 (January 
1876): 31-35. There is an abundant body of literature about the mythmaking associated 
with this nostalgic embrace of preindustrial crafts. For the most recent work see, for 
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party” is the perfect subject for genre painting of the period since the event celebrates 
communal activity through a sentimental backward glance. Much like other pre-
industrial country gatherings, such as corn-husking and apple-paring bees, quilting 
parties—sometimes called ‘frolics’—provided an opportunity for communities to pool 
resources for labor-intensive projects, often including festivities to make the work 
more enjoyable. Artists pursuing the subject throughout the nineteenth century 
typically depicted it in this way.11 
Perry was well aware of the lively artistic spirit and social interaction of 
quilting parties. While his title, “A Quilting Party” would seem to place the painting in 
this context, it only magnifies the work’s divergence from these traditions.12 A painting 
by Perry reproduced in the December 21, 1872 issue of Harper’s Weekly represents a 
solitary female quilter, who closely resembles the elderly figure in the painting (fig. 
                                                                                                                                        
example, the published transcript of a roundtable discussion moderated by Catherine 
Morris, with discussants Janneken Smucker, Barbara Brackman, Maria Elena Buszek, 
and Beverly Gordon in “Workt by Hand”: Hidden Labor and Historical Quilts, ed. 
Catherine Morris, ex. cat., Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art, Brooklyn 
Museum, March 15-September 15, 2013 (Brooklyn Museum, 2013). 
 
11 See, for example, John Lewis Krimmel’s The Quilting Frolic (1813), Henry Mosler, 
Quilting Bee (1890), Edgar Melville Ward, Quilting Party (1892), and "Quilting 
Party," Gleason's Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion, October 21, 1854, 252-54. 
Janet Catherine Berlo discusses the lively spirit and communal bonding that took place 
at quilting parties, describing the frolic as “the female equivalent of the art academy 
and the salon. She also points out the difference between “parties” or “frolics,” and 
“bees,” the last of which referred to gatherings focused on more mundane, laborious 
tasks. See Berlo, “Chronicles in Cloth,” 215; and Robert Shaw, American Quilts: The 
Democratic Art, 1780-2007, 90-92. 
 
12 Period reviews of Perry’s display at the National Academy of Design in 1876 prove 
that this was the original title for the work. One review, for example, reads, “No. 211, 
‘A Quilting Party,’ is the best picture he has painted and is full of excellent technique.” 
See “The Fine Arts: Exhibition of the National Academy,” The New York Times (April 
8, 1876): 6. 
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42). The text accompanying this early study for A Quilting Party reminisces about the 
once-boisterous tradition of quilting parties and the nature of communication they 
typically fostered. “[M]erry indeed were the ‘quilting-bees,’ when the women, young 
and old, married and single, used to gather at some neighbor’s house to take hand in 
the work. What hum of voices, what cheery laughter, what plying of needles made the 
afternoon pass swiftly, while the work progressed as if invisible hands assisted!”13 
While women often designed, cut, and appliquéd their quilt tops in advance of the 
party, attendees helped stitch together the top, batting, and backing. Upon completion, 
quilts would be hung for viewing as festivities ensued.  
Evacuated of the “hum of voices” and “cheery laughter” intrinsic to quilting 
parties of yesteryear, Perry’s “party” is instead marked by quietude. Indeed the two 
textile workers in the painting are strangely disconnected. The older figure focuses 
soberly on the task at hand, dutifully stitching the fabric patches into place, while the 
distracted young woman awkwardly inspects her tools, perhaps measuring out a length 
of thread by the distance from her hand to ear. Perry did not render an instructional 
moment, as he does in other works like The Clock Doctor (1871), nor does his image 
convey any sort of communal cohesion between the two women—even the calico cat 
in the central foreground turns away from the scene, curled up in a peaceful slumber. 
Perry’s brand of nostalgia is expressed not through the sentiment of a lively 
cooperation reminiscent of “yesteryear,” as was so often the case in American visual 
culture from this period, but rather through exposing the communal lack felt by those 
                                                
13 “The Patchwork Quilt,” Harper’s Weekly, December 21, 1872, 1005. 
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caught up in the transition, those going through the motions of the past to show that 
they had a modernizing potential. 
Perry reinforces this dissociation structurally, rendering the two figures as 
individual constituents in an assemblage of patterned textiles that blanket every 
segment of the composition, seen in the dissonance between their floral, plaid, and 
striped garments, the stripes of the woven rug, the lattice-patterned wallpaper, the 
checkered blanket folded on the front stool, and the mottled coat of the calico cat. All 
of these assorted patterns are joined together upon the woven fibers of Perry’s canvas 
like disparate scraps of fabric pieced to make a patchwork quilt. In this way, Perry 
folds genre painting itself into the “homespun” artistic process that his scene 
represents. Rather than picturing communication through dialogue and human-to-
human contact, A Quilting Party addresses interconnection at a structural level; the 
communal experience is between maker and materials, and in the bringing-together of 
dislocated pieces. 
Predicated on the creative reconstruction of fragmented parts, Perry’s quilting 
scene is encoded with signs of industrial development and alienation. Indeed the 
abundance and variety of fabric piled in the woven basket in the right foreground, for 
example, attests to modern advances in textile production and the various forms of 
dislocation and fragmentation the industry produced. Before the Industrial Revolution, 
American quilts were typically made from large expanses of whole cloth, as imported 
fabric—often produced by artisans from expensive materials—was considered too 
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precious to cut apart.14 Block or piecework quilting (also known as “patchwork”) did 
not become popular practice until the mid-nineteenth century, when textile mills in 
Europe and the United States drastically reduced the cost and increased the production 
of fabric, making it widely accessible. Furthermore, it was only with the shift toward 
industrial labor practices in textile manufacturing and the growth of the American 
middle class that women of modest means could turn their attention from household 
chores (including the production of homespun textiles) to such leisurely forms of 
abstract “fancywork.”  
More than just recycling leftover scraps, as was imagined of their Colonial 
predecessors, the women producing patchwork quilts deliberately manipulated colors 
and geometric shapes into complex visual effects, making sophisticated artistic 
statements that often responded to the most current technological innovations of the 
day. An 1839 Sunburst Quilt by Pennsylvania quilter Rebecca Scattergood Savery, for 
example, draws upon the relatively new optical experience of the kaleidoscope, 
invented in 1816 (fig. 43). The quilt’s multiplicity of dyed fabrics and mirror-image 
segments recalls the colorful glass fragments, breaking apart into ever-changing 
formations, seen in mirrored reflections of the popular handheld device when turned 
toward the sunlight.15 Patchwork quilts of this kind—evocative of new spatial and 
                                                
14 See Robert Shaw, American Quilts: The Democratic Art, 1780-2007 (New York: 
Sterling, 2009), 20-23. 
 
15 For more on the influence of the kaleidoscope on quilt patterns see Shaw, American 
Quilts, 49-51. Shaw also elaborates on the time constraints (due to household chores) 
that prevented many preindustrial women from engaging in the time-consuming 
process of quilting, and describes how the introduction of less expensive, mass-
produced fabrics completely changed these circumstances. See Shaw, American Quilts, 
22, 42-43. For more on women’s artistry in quilting, see Janet Catherine Berlo, 
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optical experiences—can easily be understood to register the protean shifts felt by 
those living through industrialization. Viewed in this way, the explosion of patterned 
fabric throughout the interior space of Perry’s quilting scene is inherently connected 
with the rise of industry.  
Perry explores the cultural implications of industrial practices—and the many 
ways in which women’s roles were shifting as a result—in a number of his works from 
the 1870s showing women engaged in domestic labor and the virtues of “hands at 
work.”16 An engraving after Perry featured in an 1876 issue of Harper’s Bazaar 
depicts a young woman working at an old-fashioned loom in the attic of a country 
home, the kind of place where much of this labor took place before the invention of 
power looms and cotton factories (fig. 44). The caption describes the scene as “familiar 
to our older readers, though to the young it will doubtless require some explanation…A 
cumbersome-looking piece of machinery it seems, with its treadles and beams and 
levers.”17 The image would have created a sharp contrast to the speed and efficiency of 
industrial machinery, to which domestic production had given way between the 1820s-
                                                                                                                                        
“Chronicles in Cloth: Quiltmaking and Female Artistry in Nineteenth Century 
America,” in Local/Global: Women Artists in the Nineteenth Century, eds. Deborah 
Cherry and Janice Helland (Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2006), 201-22. Glenn Adamson 
clarifies the ways in which ‘handicraft’ emerged in direct relation to industrialization in 
The Invention of Craft (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013). Also see “Amateurs,” 
Design and Work 251 (February 19, 1881): 141. This late nineteenth-century article 
demonstrates the newfound “charm” of handicraft and amateur work in the wake of 
industrial labor and corporatization. Quoted in Stephen Knott, Amateur Craft: History 
and Theory (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015): xi.  
 
16 See, for example, Perry’s A Month’s Darning (1876), Women Weaving (date 
unknown), and Spun Out (1877), in which an elderly woman has fallen asleep at her 
spinning wheel. 
 
17 Enoch Wood Perry, “Weaving,” Harper’s Bazar, January 22, 1876, 60. 
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60s in New England. Women played a central role in this process, altering the 
dynamics of communal life and household industries in a formerly agrarian society.18 
Young women raised in farming communities across the Northeast left their homes and 
families in droves to enter the workforce in the region’s mill towns, where they were 
able to earn their own wages and gain independence.19 
While A Quilting Party gestures to industry through its profusion of fabric 
scraps, the alienation and detachment Perry places between his figures at the core of 
the scene is in dialogue with the effects of industrial labor on a broader scale. While the 
New England mill system initially functioned as an “industrial utopia,” the quality of 
life at the mills started to decline by the mid-1830s.20 The increasing hours and steep 
                                                
18 For colonials, textile production was a community-building process that was integral 
part of the household economy, crucial to making everyday items such as bedsheets, 
blankets, towels, rag carpets, and clothing. See Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwife’s 
Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 1785-1812 (New York: Knopf, 
1990), 79-81. In her recent work on the politics of textile work, Julia Bryan-Wilson 
makes the important point that “women’s labor as such has not always been 
acknowledged as a distinct force in the transition of work from the home to the factory 
but is subsumed under other economic categorizations, yielding fissures and blanks 
regarding the complex relationship between class and gender within some Marxist 
theories of production.” See Bryan-Wilson, Fray: Art + Textile Politics (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2017), 7-8. 
 
19 Many families felt relieved that they no longer needed to financially support their 
daughters, and some depended on the earned income of these young mill workers for 
their own livelihood. For more information about the lives of women working in New 
England, see Thomas Dublin, Transforming Women’s Work: New England Lives in the 
Industrial Revolution (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1994), 77-118.  
 
20 Families of the young workers were comforted by the structured living 
arrangements—boarding houses were supervised by respectable widows, who enforced 
rigid rules of conduct and monitored a nightly curfew. In addition to optional evening 
classes and library access, regular church attendance was mandatory, and each girl was 
required to save part of her earnings. See Roderick Kiracofe, The American Quilt: A 
History of Cloth and Comfort 1750-1950 (New York: Clarkson Potter/Publishers, 
1993), 85. 
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pay-cuts, monotonous tasks, and unpleasant working conditions brought about by the 
division of labor created a stark opposition to the artisanal production of textiles.21 
Writings featured in The Lowell Offering, a monthly newspaper run by factory workers 
in the well-known mill town of Lowell, Massachusetts, reveal some of the harsh 
realities of textile work, expressing thoughts of momentary escape from the clamor. 
Dispelling any myths of pleasantness propagated by factory management, the mill 
worker, women’s rights activist, and founder of the Lowell Female Labor Reform 
Association Sarah G. Bagley protests, “Pleasures, did you say? What! pleasures in 
factory life?...I could not endure such a constant clatter of machinery, that I could 
neither speak to be heard, nor think to be understood, even by myself.” Industrial 
manufacturing effectively divorced any preexisting sense of sociability from the textile 
production process. Beyond all else, the unbearably loud rattling noise of the 
machinery was perhaps the most persistent and pervasive aspect of work in the mills, 
and one that does not easily translate in visual representations of textile labor.22 These 
                                                                                                                                        
 
21 Artists such as Perry’s close peer and fellow genre painter Winslow Homer grappled 
with this shift in works such as The Morning Bell (1872). See Bryan Jay Wolf, “The 
Labor of Seeing: Pragmatism, Ideology, and Gender in Winslow Homer’s The Morning 
Bell,” Prospects 17 (1992): 273-318. Homer’s engraving New England Factory Life—
“Bell-Time” is published in Harper’s Weekly, vol. 12 (July 25, 1868): 471. The 
accompanying text identifies the setting as the Washington Mills of Lawrence, 
Massachusetts. 
 
22 See Sarah G. Bagley, “Pleasure of Factory Life,” The Lowell Offering, Series I 
(1840): 25-26; J. L. B. (Josephine L. Baker), “A Second Peep at Factory Life,” The 
Lowell Offering, Vol. V (1845): 97-100. Cited in The Lowell Offering: Writings by 
New England Mill Women (1840-1845), 63, 81. For more on the way in which sound 
can register and convey meaning in visual culture see Leo G. Mazow, Thomas Hart 
Benton and the American Sound (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press: 
2012); Asma Naeem, “Splitting Sight and Sound: Thomas Dewing’s A Reading, Gilded 
 95 
new abstract sounds contributed to the laborers’ alienating environment, disabling 
communication even with oneself.23 Perry’s vigorous all-over rendering of patterned 
textiles and fabric pieces—all products of this industrial process—resounds visually 
within the otherwise quiet walls of his Dutch interior. With this visual commotion and 
the strange alienation of his textile workers at the “quilting party,” Perry inserts the 
industrial experience into his painting, while gesturing to disorienting shifts in 





As industrialization divided communities, reshaping the way people worked 
and interacted, technologies like rail and steam travel, as well as the telegraph, 
established new connections, both physically and virtually overcoming the obstacles of 
space and time that separated people in disparate places. While telegraphy promised a 
stronger sense of connectivity across space, it nevertheless created perceptual 
challenges. The communication theorist James W. Carey, for example, discusses the 
telegraph’s important role in separating information from matter—transmission from 
                                                                                                                                        
Age Women, and the Phonograph,” American Quarterly 63 (September 2011), 461-
485; and Naeem, “The Aural Imagination,” American Art 24, No. 3 (Fall 2010), 14-17. 
 
23 At this same moment, Karl Marx was recording his initial critique of the capitalist 
system of industrial production in his Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 
(also known as The Paris Manuscripts). Following Marx, the mechanization of the mill 
system, in which each worker only contributes to one discrete, repetitive step in the 
entire production process from raw material to printed textile, alienates the mill worker 
not just from herself and those around her, but also from the product of her labor. See 
Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Translated by Martin Mulligan 
(Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1959). For more on the shift from handicraft to 
mechanized labor and the effects of machinery on the worker, see Part IV of Marx and 
Friedrich Engels, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy (Moscow: Progress 
Publishers, 1867, English translation in 1887). 
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transportation—so that messages could circulate without physical movement.24 Yet, as 
the literary scholar Richard Menke notes in his study of what he calls a “telegraphic 
realism” in Victorian fiction, “Even in the age of the telegraph…the storage and 
transmission of information still depended on eyes, ears, heads, hands, and feet.” 
Telegraphed messages—often imagined in period journalism as the pure and seamless 
transmission of thought—were actually rooted in a very material set of circumstances 
conducted by skilled workers who operated as the mediators of this long-distance 
communication.25  
A distinct intersection developed during these years between textile labor and 
telegraphy due in part to the employment of women in both fields. One early telegraph 
worker, Pheobe Wood wrote of women’s employment options during the period, 
situating the two occupations in direct comparison to one another. “It would not take 
nine hours in a day to earn in a telegraph office what [a woman] would have to work 
10 hours with her needle, and in the former employment she would have time to 
                                                
24 See James W. Carey, Communication As Culture: Essays on Media and Society 
(Unwin Hyman Inc., 1989), 213-14. This idea is explored at length in Jennifer L. 
Roberts, Transporting Visions: The Movement of Images in Early America (University 
of California Press, 2014), 141-46. John Durham Peters notes that with this separation, 
“[c]ommunication as a person-to-person activity became thinkable only in the shadow 
of mediated communication.” See Peters, Speaking Into the Air: A History of the Idea 
of Communication (University of Chicago Press, 1999), 6. 
 
25 Richard Menke, Telegraphic Realism: Victorian Fiction and Other Information 
Systems (Stanford University Press, 2008), 165. An 1854 article in Scientific American 
describes the tension between the material substrates of telegraphy (the “iron nerves,” 
the “strip of paper”) and the way the medium seemed to defy all matter, stating, “the 
telegraph is the railway of thought. By its iron nerves the mind, in one second, can 
impress its dictates on a strip of paper a thousand miles distant. What a mysterious 
agency; what a wonderful endowment. The powers conferred upon man by the 
telegraph is an evidence of his divine descent.” See “The Telegraph,” Scientific 
American 10 (September 30, 1854): 18. 
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improve her mind.”  Telegraphy was indeed one of the few viable occupations for 
working-class women, who in many regions dominated that specific workforce.26 After 
working at the Lowell mill, Bagley, herself, was also appointed superintendent of the 
town’s office of the New York and Boston Magnetic Telegraph Company in 1846. 
Bagely’s place at the nexus of the telegraph and textile industries in Lowell is 
exemplary of the broader intersection of the two fields of work for women in 
particular. According to a trade journal, in 1875, a full quarter of the operators in the 
Western Union operating room at 195 Broadway in New York were female.27 The 
boom in the employment of female telegraph (and later telephone) operators during the 
1860s and ’70s was, at least in part, an outgrowth of the textile economy, and the 
tactile activities related to textiles and needlework would become a useful metaphor for 
thinking about the materiality of telecommunication.   
                                                
26 Phoebe Wood to her brother Ezra Cornell, November 24, 1849, Box 10, Folder 11, 
Ezra Cornell Papers, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University, 
Ithaca, New York. Cornell was the founder of Western Union and co-founder of 
Cornell University. Builders of telegraph lines throughout the country showed interest 
early on in hiring women as telegraph operators. See, for example, J. J. Speed to Ezra 
Cornell, July 13, 1849, Box 10, Folder 3, ibid. Cited in Thomas C. Jepsen, My Sisters 
Telegraphic: Women in Telegraph Office (Ohio University Press, 2001), 3-5. Of the 
employment of women in the telegraph industry, a writer in the 1860s noted, “Almost 
all the manipulators at the different telegraph companies are young ladies [who are 
afforded] the interesting privilege…of being the repositories of other peoples’ secrets.” 
See “The Nervous System of the Metropolis: No. II,” Once a Week: An Illustrated 
Miscellany of Literature, Art, Science, & Popular Information, Vol. 4 (March 16, 
1861): 320. Cited in Tom Standage, The Victorian Internet: The Remarkable Story of 
the Telegraph and the Nineteenth Century’s Online Pioneers (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1998), 125-27. 
 
27 See Telegrapher, February 13, 1875, 38. Cited in Jepsen, My Sisters Telegraphic, 
28-29. Trade journals (including Telegrapher, Telegraph Age, and The Operator) 
frequently discussed women’s role as telegraph operators. Samuel Morse and Alfred 
Vail first publicly demonstrated their invention only two years prior to Bagley’s 
appointment, exhibiting the centrality of women to this labor from the very beginnings. 
 
 98 
Women’s bodies were at the junction of these two haptic modes of production. 
Artists pictured this confluence between needlework and telegraphy, sometimes in 
strange and unusual ways. John Gast’s 1872 painting American Progress foregrounds 
the female figure at the center of the image (fig. 45).28 More than just an embodiment 
of manifest destiny, she allegorizes the electromagnetic signal, laying the lines for the 
telegraph alongside the path of the railroad. A coil of wire hanging from the crook of 
her arm, she glides through the air, threading the wire through the eyes of the needle-
like poles dotting the landscape westward from Manhattan into the rocky frontier in an 
abridged topographical sweep. The spatial and temporal compression in this panoramic 
landscape calls to mind popular early descriptions of the telegraph as “annihilating 
space and running in advance of time.”29 Decades later, textile production remained a 
widely used metaphor for these connective technologies. A 1915 American Telephone 
and Telegraph Company advertisement depicts a telephone operator delicately 
gathering the gossamer wires from a row of telephone poles in the hazy distance, 
feeding them between her right thumb and forefinger and distributing them to city 
skyscrapers, small town homes, and industrial compounds (fig. 46). Working upon “the 
magic looms of the Bell System…[her] invisible hands shift the shuttles to and 
                                                
28 Utilized as the frontispiece for a prominent traveler’s guidebook to the American 
West, this widely disseminated image was seen by millions of adventuresome readers. 
See George A. Crofutt, Crofutt’s Trans-Continental Tourist’s Guide (1869-1884). 
Jennifer Raab discusses American Progress’s “panoramic mode of vision, evoking the 
mythology of the endless frontier and a divinely inspired manifest destiny” in relation 
to Crofutt’s “telegraphic language based on instantaneity, fragmentation, and velocity.” 
See Jennifer Raab, “Panoramic Vision, Telegraphic Language: Selling the American 
West, 1869-1884,” Journal of American Studies 47 (May 2013): 495-520. 
 
29 “The Magnetic Telegraph: Some of Its Results,” Littell’s Living 6 (July 26, 1845): 
194-95.   
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fro…interlacing the cords which guide the human voice over the country in all 
directions.”30 Though she sits stationary on her work-stool, suspended in a nebulous 
space of mediation, her whole sensorium is engrossed in her work; the headset and 
mouthpiece engage her ears and voice, and both hands are immersed in activity as her 
eyes gaze upon the careful placement of each thread of conversation. As the “weaver of 
speech,” she is at the axis of all of these connections.  
 The ease with which textile metaphors were (and still are) used to characterize 
social technologies indicates the strength of the relationship between the culture and 
practice of textile work and that of new communications media, even across historical 
boundaries. In his recent work on The Fabric of Interface, for example, Stephen 
Monteiro argues that contemporary digital practices based on social networking and 
information-sharing have continued to internalize many of the characteristics 
associated with the aesthetics, culture, and haptic techniques of textiles and needlecraft. 
“Our smartphones and tablets share much with the handloom, the needlepoint hoop, 
and the lap-sized quilting frame,” writes Monteiro. “Each of these represents a portable 
platform, upon which one can create patterns, images, and other potentially meaningful 
visual configurations.”31 Scrolling, tapping, and clicking enable such maneuvers as 
                                                
30 See Mrs. F. E. Dewhurst, “Of Interest to Our Girls: Weavers of Speech,” Bell 
Telephone News, vol. 5, no. 6, January, 1916, 20. For broader discussion of this 
advertisement, see Judith Moyer, “Number, Please: New Hampshire Predial Telephone 
Operators, 1877-1920,” in Women’s Work in New England, 1620-1920, ed. Peter 
Benes, The Dublin Seminar for New England Folklife Annual Proceedings 2001 
(Boston University Press, 2003), 98-100. 
 
31 Stephen Monteiro, The Fabric of Interface: Mobile Media, Design, and Gender 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2017), 1. 
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grabbing, cutting, and pasting. These tactile actions, Monteiro suggests, are the digital 
descendants of handicraft techniques. 
A Quilting Party participates in this deeply embedded relationship, picturing the 
structural overlaps between needlework and social technologies through the actions of 
its female figures. The old woman’s act of stitching—puncturing the fabric in a series 
of dots and dashes—simulates the transcriptive aspects of telegraphy. The American 
telegraph is structured as a key upon which the hand nimbly taps out a code of long and 
short impulses, causing a pair of contacts to touch. The two points of this mechanism 
create an electromagnetic current.  The wires connected to the key transmit these 
impulses to the distant receiver, where the signal is then decoded in the form of dots 
and dashes inscribed on a telegraphic strip of paper (figs. 47 and 48). Telegraphy’s 
structural similarities to the physical and technical demands of the female-dominated 
field of textile production contributed to its perception as a “feminine” occupation. The 
elderly quilter’s posture, hovering over the quilt, resembles that of the thousands of 
women who had served as telegraph operators since the 1840s.32 A Harper’s Weekly 
illustration from the 1870s demonstrates this connection as it portrays a telegraph 
                                                
32 The industry deemed women better suited to telegraphy than men because they were 
“admirable manipulators of instruments.” Period accounts note that operators would 
spend some periods of time on sewing and needlework while waiting to “hear the 
needle calling their attention to the coming of a message.” See “The Nervous System 
of the Metropolis,” 320. Cited in Standage, The Victorian Internet, 125-27. Monteiro 
makes the interesting point that even today, “we find ourselves bent over our mobile 
touchscreen devices…hold[ing] them in our hands or prop[ping] them on our laps,” 
noting that the “finger gestures we make on their surfaces can convey dedication and 
intensity of focus to those looking on,” blurring the line between labor and leisure. See 
Monteiro, The Fabric of Interface, 85. 
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operator leaning over the device at her desk, tapping out a message for an unseen 
recipient, presumably the figure in the upper right (fig. 49).   
The distracted young woman in Perry’s painting, who gazes off into the 
distance, might as well be on the telephone. Perry activates a strange duality in her 
gesture: while she seems to be measuring a length of thread, her right hand, which is 
held up to her ear, signals the act of listening, her attention held by a presence not 
visible to the viewer. While her pose might feel uniquely familiar to twenty-first-
century audiences given the ubiquity of handheld devices today, the very first 
telephones and operating devices came equipped with handheld receivers.33 This split 
between tactile and aural senses evokes the act of operating a telephonic switchboard 
(fig. 50). In the early days of telephone service (from 1876 until the mid 1880s), female 
operators listened to callers through their receivers as they connected wires to a grid of 
female jacks that received plug-terminated cords, enabling a connection between users 
(fig. 51). This service was administered by a central operator, who in smaller towns 
throughout the country would work from a switchboard set up in her home.34 The 
initial domesticity of this labor resonates with that of traditional textile crafts, the 
devices for which have been tools used in the home, with the quilting frame, in 
particular, utilized as a site for social networking. The quilters’ bodily positions and 
                                                
33 Furthermore, telegraphers since the 1850s had been using a similar device to listen to 
incoming signals, a favored method since it bypassed the visual decoding of dots and 
dashes. For more on the introduction of acoustic telegraphy, see Jonathan Sterne, The 
Audible Past: The Cultural Origins of Sound Reproduction (Durham & London: Duke 
University Press: 2003), 147. 
 




tactile procedures, along with their detachment from one another is in sync with 
contemporaneous models of interface with new technologies that facilitated social 
interaction at a greater distance, making it clear that textile crafts such as quilting were 
“the vanguard site” of new social media.35 
 
 
GENRE PAINTING AS A COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY 
 
Despite the entanglements between the needlecraft and telecommunications 
industries, A Quilting Party might initially seem an implausible object, and Perry a 
questionable model of an artist concerned with addressing such advances in the fields 
of technology and communication. While some critics failed to see anything modern in 
the painter’s seemingly nostalgic home subjects, others recognized Perry’s deviation 
from the backward-looking sentimentality of the period. Perhaps identifying the 
strangely disconnected quilters, reviewers of A Quilting Party during its 1876 
exhibition at the National Academy of Design noted Perry’s “penchant for the homely 
and the awkward.” Commenting on the affectionate pleasure such scenes of American 
country-life should elicit, “especially in these days of reminiscence,” one critic noticed 
that most of Perry’s viewers were looking at his work “with far more curiosity than 
pleasure.”36 Yet, having studied the communicative mechanisms of genre painting with 
                                                
35 See Sadie Plant, Zeros and Ones: Digital Women and the New Technoculture (New 
York: Doubleday, 1997). 
 
36 See, “Academy of Design: First Annual Exhibition [Second Notice],” New York 
Tribune, April 8, 1876, 2. For other reviews of Perry’s work at this exhibition see 
“Academy of Design: Fifty-First Annual Exhibition [Third Notice],” New York Tribune, 
April 22, 1876, 7; “Academy of Design: The Fifty-First Annual Exhibition—Private 
View and Reception,” The New York Times, March 28, 1876, 8; “The National 
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Emanuel Leutze in the Düsseldorf School and with Thomas Couture in Paris during the 
early 1850s, Perry presumably knew just what he was doing.  
After returning to the U.S. he eventually made genre painting his primary focus, 
catering to the lively market for “home subjects” generated by the festivities of the 
Centennial Fair, where he exhibited a number of his paintings. Perry was widely 
recognized as a key figure among his peers in the art journals throughout the decade; 
his progress and travels were regularly documented, as were descriptions and 
assessments of his paintings.37 Though today he may not garner the level of attention or 
popularity of his peers Winslow Homer and Eastman Johnson, the New York Art 
Journal declared in 1875 that, “Mr. Perry at the present time occupies a position very 
nearly at the head of our genre painters.”38 Perry’s stable reputation in the art world, 
along with his technical savvy and experimentation with the expressive abilities of his 
work, demonstrates his capability of, and likely investment in, commenting on 
overlapping communication structures and technologies in this transitional period.   
                                                                                                                                        
Academy of Design (First Notice),” The Art Journal, Vol. 2, 1876, 157-159; “The Fine 
Arts: Exhibition of the National Academy,” The New York Times, April 8, 1876, 6. 
 
37 Perry, for example, was elected to the National Academy of Design’s council in the 
spring of 1876. See Linda Mary Jones Gibbs, “Enoch Wood Perry, Jr.: A Biography 
and Analysis of His Thematic and Stylistic Development” (M.A. thesis, University of 
Utah, 1981), 65-66. Published reports on Perry and his work appear beginning in 1859 
in such New York periodicals as The Daily Graphic, The Art Journal, The Home 
Journal, The Evening Post, The New York Times, The World: New York, and in the 
Boston Daily Evening Transcript. While traveling, Perry made sure to keep the New 
York art journals abreast of his projects and whereabouts. Perry’s travels and his 
artistic relationship with Homer were reported frequently. 
 




In many respects, these concerns were intrinsic to genre painting, Perry’s 
preferred artistic framework. Responding to a rising middle class, American genre 
painting was typically concerned with clearly transmitting culturally constructed 
beliefs, making anecdotal scenes of a particular locality widely legible through a 
system of condensed pictorial codes—gesture, readily identifiable types, visual puns, 
and vernacular expressions. Two bartering Yankee farmers in William Sidney Mount’s 
Bargaining for a Horse (1835), for instance, visually pun on the phrase “horse 
trading,” a colloquial saying for exchanging political favors for material benefit. 
Although historical distance may challenge a full translation of these codes today, 
genre scenes created during the peak in the style’s popularity in the U.S. during the 
1830s and ’40s effectively communicated to audiences of varying persuasions because 
of their perceived narrative clarity. As the art critic James Jackson Jarves wrote, “He 
that looks may understand.”39 
Illustrating its own functional logic, genre painting often explicitly prioritizes 
communication as its theme, demonstrating the pictorial framework’s preoccupation 
with creating a clear dialogue. Take, for example, Richard Caton Woodville’s Old ’76 
and Young ’48 (1849; fig. 52), a work predicated upon bridging the ideological gaps 
between its characters through human connection and conversation. Surrounded by 
concerned family members, the central interaction takes place between the young 
soldier, who has just returned home from the Mexican War, and the aged 
                                                
39 See James Jackson Jarves, “Art and Artists of America. Catalogue of the Thirty-
Eight Exhibition of the National Academy of Design. New York. 1863,” Christian 
Examiner 75 (July 1863): 120, quoted in Jennifer A. Greenhill, Playing It Straight: Art 
and Humor in the Gilded Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 33. For 
visual codes and the distillation of society into distinct stereotypes, see Elizabeth Johns, 
American Genre Painting: The Politics of Everyday Life (Yale University Press, 1991). 
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Revolutionary War veteran (indeed a bust of George Washington looms overhead). As 
Woodville bonds the two figures through their shared experience of war, Elizabeth 
Johns has argued that the juxtaposing implications of these two conflicts create a 
contrast that allowed the work to appease viewers with diverging political opinions.40 
Acknowledging the difficulties of communicating in the exchange it portrays, the 
“young ‘48” leans in toward the “old ’76,” looking and speaking with intensity trying 
to further connect and relate, making sure his listener hears every word. Woodville, 
however, resolves this narrative tension by playing to the political divisiveness of his 
day, visually reinforcing the clarity of multiple messages and meanings through the 
interrelationship of the characters, straining to communicate, to hear, and to 
understand, despite their generational differences. In this way, to view a genre painting 
was to participate in a lively conversation. 
By contrast, many of Perry’s works complicate genre painting’s traditional 
formulation, exploring the overlapping—and sometimes confounding—communication 
technologies that characterized his era. The artist remained committed to producing 
emotionally restrained genre pictures throughout his career. Rather than developing 
interrelationships between his characters, his figures are frequently detached from one 
another. In his painting Talking It Over (1872), the two figures not only appear 
disengaged from one another, but seem not even to exist in the same moment. In this 
work Perry casts George Washington and Abraham Lincoln in the role of country 
                                                
40 Johns, American Genre Painting, 180. 
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farmers (fig. 53).41 The artist drew the facial features of these two characters from 
widely circulated caricatures and portraits, such as the 1869 five-cent stamp, which 
displays Washington’s likeness from the same vantage point, and Mathew Brady’s 
1864 profile portrait of Lincoln, later used on the Lincoln-head penny. Perry 
compresses notions of linear time by situating these two most celebrated of presidential 
figures from two distinct historical periods across from one another in a hay-strewn 
barnyard, as if to assess the state of the nation during Reconstruction under the guise of 
the pre-industrial agrarian everyman. The title Talking It Over alludes to a 
conversation, but the two men sit in silence, leaving the viewer to wonder what, if any, 
kind of exchange is at play between them. Washington leans forward in contemplation, 
elbows on his knees, fingertips pressed together, lost in thought, while Lincoln holds 
his pipe, legs crossed in a transitory moment of pause. The work is decidedly 
atemporal, disrupting genre painting’s historically topical nature, in which continuities 
and conflicts of the day are presented in a linear narrative logic. Instead, Perry often 
privileged the troubling notion that communication of all kinds is inherently riddled 
with gaps that must be filled, even at times thematizing his own artistic fabrication.   
Foregrounding these gaps in communication to a humorous extreme, The True 
American (c. 1875) presents a lineup of men loafing on the front porch of a country 
hotel, their heads obstructed by various overlapping visual barriers, including the open 
pages of a newspaper (fig. 54). That some interpreters of the image have resigned 
                                                
41 For a discussion of the caricatural qualities of the figures in Talking It Over, see 
Greenhill, Playing It Straight, 65. See also Dorothy Hesselman, “‘Talking It Over’: A 
Patriotic Genre Painting by Enoch Wood Perry," Metropolitan Museum Journal 33 
(University of Chicago Press, 1998), 297-303. 
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themselves to the “unclear implications” of this “enigmatic scene” attests to its 
narrative irresolution.42 As Jennifer Greenhill has argued, the “interpretive challenge” 
presented by The True American is founded in its “withholding of information,” in its 
false promise to show us the true character of national citizenry, “satirizing the source 
hunting that mid-nineteenth-century genre painting typically rewards.”43 The 
newspaper, like genre painting itself, usually operates as a democratic mode of 
transmitting information to the masses. But in Perry’s image, it physically obfuscates 
the unique identities of the people who consume it. Employing such devices, The True 
American explores the obstacles to reaching an interpretive consensus by interrogating 
the concept of a uniting national identity. The picture suggests that the “true” 
American, defined by his or her own local values, traditions, and experiences, has been 
standardized by the mass media. But instead of picturing a unified whole, such as the 
family in Woodville’s Old ’76 and Young ’48, the figures in Perry’s painting are, as 
Greenhill notes, “linked by vacuity above all else; they are united by their communal 
lack, connected by their bodily dis-connection.”44 As a communication technology, 
genre painting relies on bodies and the cultural codes that are inscribed upon them. But 
in Talking It Over and The True American Perry thwarts clear communication, 
exploring the body’s place in a world where the visual cues and characteristics 
                                                
42 See Natalie Spassky, with Linda Bantel, Doreen Bolger Burke, Meg Perlman, and 
Amy L. Walsh, Edited by Kathleen Luhrs, American Paintings in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, Volume II, A Catalogue of Works by Artists Born Between 1816 and 
1845 (The Metropolitan Museum of Art in association with Princeton University Press, 
1985), 346. 
 
43 Greenhill, Playing It Straight, 63, 66, 188. 
 
44 Greenhill, Playing It Straight, 65.  
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gathered by proximity and physical contact, such as facial expression, are not 
necessarily a given.45 
 
 
PICTURING THE SEAMS 
 
Building upon his tendency to fabricate a sense of distance and disconnection 
between figures, Perry’s interpretation of the quilting party as a thematic framework 
underscores his larger revision of genre painting as a communication technology. At 
the very center of A Quilting Party, Perry brings these two artistic systems of 
communication—painting and quilting—together on the surface of the quilt frame. 
Bisecting the canvas horizontally, the makeshift quilting apparatus hovers over the 
quilters’ laps, resting precariously upon furnishings beyond the edges of the picture 
plane. It is in this strange strip at the axis between the two distant women that these 
creative modes of expression converge, marking a distinct space of artistic process in 
the picture—both an unfinished craft and a blurred band of paint (fig. 55). In this zone, 
Perry taps into a decidedly more abstract form of visual communication. To delimit his 
work as “old-fashioned”—as purely a tribute to a pre-industrial era—is to overlook 
                                                
45 Given that Perry first achieved fame as a portraitist, the exclusion of individual faces 
in The True American is no doubt satirical. But the artist’s omission can also be linked 
to the broad notion that communication was no longer based on face-to-face contact—
that new kinds of encounters collided with the old ways of “determining trust and 
reliability, and with old notions about the world and one’s place in it,” as Carolyn 
Marvin notes in her study on the novelty of electrical technology in Perry’s period. 
Marvin, When Old Technologies Were New: Thinking About Electric Communication 
in the Late Nineteenth Century (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 5. 
For more on anxieties related to the absence of bodily presence in communication, see 
Peters, Speaking Into the Air, 197. 
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passages such as this, which complicate the way genre painting was typically 
understood to communicate to viewers well into the late-nineteenth century.   
This distorted passage slices through an otherwise representational scene.  
In this area, roughly one twenty-fourth (about one inch) of the vertical plane of the 
canvas is rendered as a sharply foreshortened plane of extreme perspectival 
compression. Amid the blurred dots and dashes of color is a scarcely discernable 
checkered grid of diamonds receding toward the back wall. Since the Renaissance, 
Albertian perspective has provided an understanding of distance on a two-dimensional 
surface, commonly incorporating a checkered pattern of tile-work on the floor, or 
sometimes on the ceiling, of an architectural structure to create a dramatic sense of 
recession into space, as demonstrated by Andrea del Castagno’s The Last Supper 
(1447) in the church of Sant’Apollonia in Florence (fig. 56). Beyond his formal 
training, Perry’s years living in Italy would have thoroughly familiarized him with this 
representational technique, in which all forms in a composition are crisply defined, 
with distance demarcated by relational dimensions on a receding grid. To be sure, the 
perspectival rendering in A Quilting Party signals Perry’s dexterity as a craftsman—he 
demonstrates a virtuosic handling of patterns throughout the work.46 But the quilt 
surface pushes the limits of representation even beyond the skillfully foreshortened 
tiled ceiling in Castagno’s composition. The extremity of the spatial compression of 
                                                
46 While Perry was not the most groundbreaking painter, period critics regularly 
praised his attention to detail. See, for example, Putnam’s Magazine (May 1868): 384; 
and “The Academy of Design: Genre Paintings in the Fifty-Second Annual Exhibition,” 
The Evening Post (New York: May 12, 1877), 1: 2. 
 
 110 
this patterned surface suggests an artist grappling with how to convey a distance that 
has been so fully collapsed as to no longer be visually decodable.47 
Commenting on the limits of visual representation in the mid-nineteenth 
century to account for new experiences of distance stemming from modern transport 
and transmission technologies, the art historian Jennifer Roberts asserts that the 
railroad and other transport technologies could easily be assimilated into portrayals of 
the landscape through long-established artistic conventions of temporal flow and 
gradualism. However, the simultaneity of transmission technologies such as the 
telegraph, Roberts argues, were “freakishly antiperspectival,” assaulting the very 
structure of spatiotemporal representation.48 Perry’s revision of genre painting 
addresses the representational problems presented by such perceptual reconfigurations. 
His painstaking compression of distance in the quilting surface pushes perspective to 
its absolute limits. Indeed Perry’s painted quilt sits right on the brink of total 
dissolution into visual noise, interrupting the representational system of the picture, and 
of the quilt within.  
The compressed quilt surface—the object of the women’s labor, which spreads 
laterally across the center of the painting—is a site of both artistic fabrication and 
social connection, yet it also presents a physical divide. Through its painterly 
abstraction, this is a zone in which Perry explores the constructed nature of 
communication, exposing the material presence and impact of the mediation that exists 
                                                
47 It is notable that in his source-work for A Quilting Party (see fig. 2), Perry did not 
compress the quilt surface, but allowed the viewer to discern the patchwork pattern. 
 




in everyday exchanges. Prone to disruptions, misunderstandings, even failure, the 
transmission of messages from one source to another is far from seamless. But it was 
only with the rise of electronic media, which breaks down social intercourse into a set 
of mediated operations, that people could begin to think about all communication in 
this way. As the media historian John Durham Peters points out in his study on the idea 
of communication throughout history, despite its swift and subtle form, the potential 
for miscommunication with electronic media “ha[s] since come to describe the 
vexations of face-to-face convers[ations] as well.”49 Perry fully explores these, at times 
vexing obstacles, frequently establishing a sense of discontinuity in the relationships 
between his figures. But through such strange and thoughtfully rendered interruptions 
as the absent faces in The True American and the elaborately compressed and blurred 
quilt surface in A Quilting Party, Perry also pointed to what he saw as the fundamental 
differences between modes and manners of communication in his own age, and those 
of his predecessors. 
It makes sense that Perry chose to complicate, critique, and redefine the 
framework of genre painting in the 1870s. Amid the broader social and technological 
shifts, this was a watershed period in American art. By 1880 critics were proclaiming 
that the Centennial had ushered in a new epoch in the annals of art in America. The 
rigid, mechanical lifelessness of the Düsseldorf School had fallen out of fashion among 
elites, and genre painting’s function and formal influences shifted accordingly.50 With 
                                                
49 Peters, Speaking Into the Air, 6. 
 
50 For more on the emergence of a “new order” in the art world about 1877, see 
William C. Brownell, “The Younger Painters of America.—First Paper,” Scribner’s 
Monthly XX, no. 1 (May 1880): 1-15. Also see Sarah Burns, Inventing the Modern 
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the founding of the Society of American Artists in 1877 came a freer, more subjective 
approach to painting associated with French training, predicated on an inner spiritual 
truth to nature. Instead of imitating nature, this new generation of painters strived to 
express feeling. It was precisely the lack of external detail in favor of the inner essence 
of the material world that invested scenes by these artists with an energy, which critics 
of the period found compelling. And yet, in light of the significant aesthetic shifts 
implemented by the Society of American Artists—the “dissolving views,” which 
“hardly bear close inspection” but strive to impart the artist’s unmediated impression—
Perry’s quilt surface, buzzing and vibrating amid an otherwise “traditional” idiom of 
stiff Düsseldorf naturalism, experiments with an alternative mode of perception that 
was built into the works of these younger artists of the period.  
Perry’s painting is not the only instance from this specific moment in which the 
key site of action in a realist work translates as a pulsing distortion. The art historian 
Michael Fried has written about the issue of disfiguration in Thomas Eakins’s The 
Gross Clinic (1875; fig. 57), describing Eakins’s “drastic foreshortening” of the 
patient’s body so that the initial impression is of “a few scarcely differentiated body 
parts.”51 Like Perry’s composition, The Gross Clinic features skilled workers cutting 
and stitching over a compressed, nearly indecipherable surface. The abstraction of 
Eakins’s patient combined with the overall crisp, incisive focus of his picture perplexed 
                                                                                                                                        
Artist: Art and Culture in the Gilded Age (Yale University Press, 1996), 128-29. For a 
source on the waning fashion of the Düsseldorf style see Jarves, “Art and Artists of 
America. Catalogue of the Thirty-Eight Exhibition of the National Academy of Design. 
New York. 1863,” Christian Examiner 75 (July 1863): 123. 
 
51 Michael Fried, Realism, Writing, Disfiguration: On Thomas Eakins and Stephen 
Crane (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 59-65. 
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and baffled art critics of the day, who felt it disjunctive that a painting celebrating the 
didactic accomplishments of the surgeon Dr. Samuel Gross would, itself, present such 
a visual puzzle.52 A Quilting Party foregrounds the troubling puzzle described by these 
critics. This frenetic zone of artistic process might be understood to articulate the 
intricate construction and reshaping of communication and perception that technology 
was beginning to enable.  
Not unlike Eakins, Perry was technologically savvy and highly invested in 
developing methods for condensing spaces and temporalities throughout his career. 
Both artists were avid photography enthusiasts, especially interested in Eadweard 
Muybridge’s stop-motion experiments. Muybridge’s study on Animal Locomotion: An 
Electro-Photographic Investigation of Consecutive Phases of Animal Movement, 
created between 1872 and 1885, and published in 1887, notably captured increments of 
motion undetectable to the naked eye through the use of telegraphy. The passing 
subject—a galloping horse or a runner, for example—would trip a series of telegraphic 
wires, each of which would send an impulse activating a corresponding electrical 
camera shutter. To accomplish this, Muybridge collaborated with the San Francisco 
Telegraph Supply Company, which installed telegraphic wires in his studio.53 
                                                
52 William J. Clark, Jr., “The Fine Arts,” Philadelphia Evening Telegraph, April 28, 
1876. The critic Clarence Cook took special note of the “amorphous member” at the 
center of The Gross Clinic upon the painting’s exhibition at the Society in 1879. This 
“shapeless lump of flesh,” made the work “a very troublesome wall ornament.” See 
Cook, “The Society of American Artists,” New York Daily Tribune, March 22, 1879. 
 
53 See Phillip Prodger, Time Stands Still: Muybridge and the Instantaneous 
Photography Movement (Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts at Stanford 
University: Oxford University Press, 2003), 147-52. In the spring of 1878, Muybridge 
invited the press to view his experiment in action. An article published in the 
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Muybridge’s stop-motion studies demonstrate the enduring interest among artists and 
the public in how photographic images differed from unmediated human vision. 
Listed among the original subscribers to Animal Locomotion, Perry was aware 
of Muybridge’s utilization of an electromagnetic apparatus in making his stop-motion 
photographs.54 However, while Muybridge’s project decompressed space and time, 
capturing multiple brief moments and exposing them in close succession, Perry’s 
concern with photography was quite the reverse. The artist filed several patents for his 
own photomechanical devices two years after receiving the first installation of 
Muybridge’s multi-volume work. Perry’s “Shutter for Photographing Cameras” 
enabled the photographer, through the use of mechanical levers and latches, to take 
both instant snapshots as well as time exposures with a single camera (fig. 58).55 The 
main shutter could be reset without exposing the negative, permitting numerous 
exposures on one plate—a composite image of overlapping moments, each 
representing a different temporal pace.   
It is difficult to say what Perry found so compelling about this photographic 
technique or how he planned to implement it, but the primary purpose of his device 
was to capture and combine two experiences of space and time—both stop-motion and 
time-exposure. The artist’s convergence of varying spatiotemporal experiences in 
                                                                                                                                        
California Rural Press shortly thereafter outlines his system of using telegraphic wires 
to trigger electrical shutters. See California Rural Press, June 22, 1878. 
 
54 Perry likely first encountered Muybridge during his time living in San Francisco. 
Muybridge’s electrical experiments for stop-motion photography were reproduced in 
the popular science journals Scientific American and La Nature in 1878. 
 
55 Enoch Wood Perry, Jr., Shutter for Photographing Cameras, Patent No. 439,037, 
October 21, 1890. 
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several of his paintings represents a parallel concern, gesturing to this highly mediated 
mode of picture making. In Talking It Over Washington and Lincoln, who represent 
two discrete temporalities, are brought together to “commune” in a single frame. 
Likewise, A Quilting Party’s theme is based on slow, homespun production and the 
persistence of traditional methods of communication. Yet the site of artistic process 
and exchange is an area in which time and space have been radically contracted, 
painted not as an intelligible quilt surface, but as a coded sequence of intricate marks. 
Perry’s quilt surface, which oscillates between legibility and illegibility, pictures the 
mediating effect of genre painting, subverting its aim of clear communication. The 
thematic and formal concerns of this and other of Perry’s genre scenes from the 1870s 
indicate that the compression of spaces and temporalities had been central to his 
thinking for quite a while—an observation reinforced by the sophistication of and 
dedication to his patented photomechanical technology.   
 
 
DECODING THE CALICO 
 
As Perry compressed the painted quilting surface at the center of his 
composition, rendering it a site of abstract communication and artistic expression, 
patchwork quilts themselves operated as composite objects of compressed and coded 
bits of information—communication technologies in their own right. Many of these 
quilts—such as the kaleidoscopic Sunburst Quilt previously discussed (see fig. 43)—
consisted of as many as 70,000 pieces of calico-printed fabric, each of which had its 
own specific place in a compositional arrangement in order to contribute to the visual 
effect desired. Systematic organization was required of quilters in order to correctly 
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compose patterns containing so many minute pieces of fabric. Many quilters would 
create a template for the chosen geometric unit, whether a triangle, a square, or any 
combination of shapes, which helped regulate the size and dimensions for each 
individual piece, giving the repeated patterns of hand-cut and stitched fabric a high 
level of uniformity.  
The management of such a dizzying system of patterned fragments was 
foundational to the very existence of modern communications media beginning with 
early computation in the 1820s, which found its origins in methods for constructing 
patterns into woven fabric. Working alongside computer engineer Charles Babbage, 
the first computer programmer Ada Lovelace helped to develop a system for storing 
and processing vast amounts of abstract algebraic information. This early computer, 
known as the Analytical Engine, was modeled directly upon the punched card system 
devised by Joseph Marie Jacquard to store and process an infinite number of the most 
complex textile patterns, which would be automatically produced by his loom at an 
unprecedented speed and volume. Lovelace wrote of this connection in her notes on the 
machine that it “weaves Algebraical patterns, just as the Jacquard loom weaves flowers 
and leaves.”56 In her mind, the patterns in textiles visualized and gave tangible form to 
the abstract computational patterns “woven” by the Analytical Engine. These nearly 
                                                
56 Ada Lovelace, “Translator’s Notes to M. Menabrea’s Memoir,” in L. F. Menabrea, 
“Sketch of the Analytical Engine Invented by Charles Babbage, Esq.” trans. Ada 
Lovelace, in Scientific Memoirs, Selected from the Transactions of Foreign Academies 
of Science and Learned Societies, and from Foreign Journals, vol. 3, ed. Richard 
Taylor (London: Richard and John E. Taylor, 1843), 696. For more on this connection, 
see Monteiro, The Fabric of Interface, especially chapter one; James Essinger, 
Jacquard’s Web: How a hand-loom led to the birth of the information age (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004); and Sadie Plant, Zeroes and Ones. 
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identical methods used for fabricating meaningful patterns demonstrate how, from the 
very outset, information and communication technologies internalized the logic of 
textiles. With their multi-patterned systematic arrangements of calico pieces, 
patchwork quilts became embedded in this dialectic of encoding and decoding 
information.  
On a symbolic level, patchwork quilts could take on a number of pattern 
structures, each of which had its own cryptic meaning. The Log Cabin quilt, for 
example, is one of the most common patterns from this era, constructed as a series of 
repeating squares made from thin strips of calico-printed fabric, stacked parallel to one 
another, like a log cabin house (fig. 59). This style was appealing at the time of the 
Centennial because it invoked ideas of self-sufficiency, frugality, and resourcefulness 
associated with the nation’s founders.57 Beyond the meanings behind various 
established patterns, however, the pieces of uniquely patterned calico signified 
individual stories, people, and objects from disparate places and points in time. Out of 
thousands, each piece often had its own sentimental value. In an 1845 story, a woman 
reminisces about the process of constructing her first quilt. She describes the coded 
meanings of all of the different calico scraps, some obtained from family members, 
others from long-lost friends. She writes, “to me [the quilt] is a precious reliquary of 
past treasures…a bound volume of hieroglyphics, each of which is a key to some 
                                                
57 See Shaw, American Quilts, 94. Calico printing is a process by which small-scale 
patterns were applied onto treated cotton. For a period understanding of calico’s 
cultural currency and technical production, see L. Williams, “Calico Printing,” 
Scientific American 41, no. 25 (December 20, 1879): 401; and “Calico-Printing,” The 
Manufacturer and Builder: A Practical Journal of Industrial Progress 2, No. 1 
(January 1, 1870). 
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painful or pleasant remembrance.”58 Each bit of material, and each stitch, when 
compressed into a systematic matrix of patches, created a coded language inscribing 
these far-off spaces and times onto a unified surface. So-called friendship quilts, for 
instance, which many women took with them as they headed west as mementos of the 
communities they were leaving behind, “served as physical embodiments of human 
relationships,” bearing the names of the individuals who made them, and even 
incorporating pieces of their clothing.59  
Physically binding cultures and individuals, quilts were connective devices. 
They clothed, wrapped, enveloped, even protected the body, whether as blankets, 
bedspreads, or decorative wall-hangings, providing something to hold onto as 
community bonds were becoming more dispersed. Indeed, quilts have transhistorically 
been embodied communicative objects. Like the most cutting-edge new media of the 
late-nineteenth century, they had always been used to transmit information between 
makers and beholders. Recent quilt scholarship has prioritized the communicative 
messages in quilts over their merely decorative aspects—“the power of the needle as an 
epistemic tool that exceeds the limits of an ocular focus.”60 While the needle has often 
                                                
58 Annette, "The Patchwork Quilt," The Lowell Offering, September 1854, 200. 
 
59 Beverly Gordon and Laurel Horton, “Turn-of-the-Century Quilts: Embodied Objects 
in a Web of Relationships,” in Women and the Material Culture of Needlework and 
Textiles, 1750-1950, ed. Maureen Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin (Ashgate, 
2009), 95. 
 
60 Maureen Daly Goggin, “Introduction: Threading Women,” in Women and the 
Material Culture of Needlework and Textiles, 4. Julia Bryan-Wilson discusses the 
complex and wide-ranging political applications of textile work, including that of the 
AIDS Quilt in her recent work on the subject. See Bryan-Wilson, Fray, especially 
chapter three, “Remains of the AIDS Quilt,” 181-250. 
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been associated with the constraints of domestic life, scholars have recognized the 
many ways in which quilts served as a coded counter-discourse through which women 
expressed their convictions in a covert abstract language. For many women, the needle 
was wielded as an empowering rhetorical device—“a form of silent public oratory,” as 
Janet Berlo has described it.61 
Before the mass-production of patterns, quilts had a stronger sense of regional 
identity, with designs transmitted directly from artist to artist, following the “folk” or 
outsider art tradition. The 1808 diary of the quilter Sarah Snell Bryant demonstrates a 
diverse range of creative possibilities within a prescribed quilt pattern (fig. 60). The 
matrices of checkered grids are filled with varying gradations of crosshatched lines and 
looping O’s scribbled on the page. These marks, as Berlo has suggested, signified and 
recorded for later use the details of new quilt designs Bryant had encountered at a 
quilting party.62 Nineteenth-century women also collected and traded quilt blocks with 
                                                
61 Berlo, “Chronicles in Cloth,” 216. For more on quilts as a coded counter-discourse, 
see Rozsika Parker’s pivotal book, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making 
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Intentionality, Needlework, and the Production of Alternate Discourses of Power,” in 
Women and the Material Culture of Needlework and Textiles, 14. Bryan-Wilson notes 
that many of the more recent books that address the subversive nature of needle-work 
and quilting are “hipster how-to guides complete with irreverent patterns and practical 
sewing tips.” Her chapter on the AIDS Quilt offers a prime example on how counter-
discourses in quilting one century after the Centennial were far more overt. She also 
notes that many twenty-first texts on the subject have focused on the contemporary 
“craftivism” movement. See Bryan-Wilson, Fray, 25-26. 
 
62 Janet Berlo, Wild By Design: Two Hundred Years of Innovation and Artistry in 
American Quilts, eds. Berlo and Patricia Cox Crews (Lincoln, Nebraska: International 
Quilt Study Center, 2009), 21. 
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one another via the post. The quilt scholar Marin Hanson describes thirteen-year-old 
Julia Hall, part of a network of pattern transmission, who wrote to her cousin in 1855, 
“I am peacing [sic] a quilt. I will send you a block.”63 With the proliferation of mail-
order services by midcentury, national magazines and home journals began mass-
distributing quilt kits and diagrams, along with templates and instructions, 
standardizing the codes of quilting on a wider scale.64 The implementation of mail and 
mass media, in a sense, helped to form long-distance quilting parties. By the 1870s, the 
national popularity of quilting as a revivalist activity, combined with the first-hand 
transmission of regional patterns, fabrics, and techniques, resulted in an explosion of 
pattern diversity and encouraged an infinite array of combinations and creative voices 
within those structures.65  
                                                                                                                                        
 
63 Marin F. Hanson and Patricia Cox Crews, eds., American Quilts in the Modern Ate, 
1870-1940: The International Quilt Study Center Collections, (Lincoln and London: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 23. 
 
64 Popular magazines such as Comfort, Hearth & Home, and Ladies’ Home Journal 
included packets of quilt patterns, kits, and diagrams. See Barbara Brackman, 
“American Adaptation: Block-Style Quilts,” in American Quilts in the Modern Age, 
20-25.  For more on the mass circulation of quilt patterns, see Wilene Smith, “Quilt 
History in Old Periodicals,” in Uncoverings 1990, ed. Laurel Horton (San Francisco: 
American Quilt Study Group, 1991). 
 
65 Godey’s Lady’s Book, for example, only offered one patchwork pattern (the 
honeycomb) before 1849. But after the September 1849 publication of T. S. Arthur’s 
“The Quilting Party,” the popularity of patterns increased significantly. The April 1850 
issue offered eleven patterns, and the March 1851 offered twelve more. See Jane 
Przybysz, “Quilts, Old Kitchens, and the Social Geography of Gender at Nineteenth-
Century Sanitary Fairs,” in The Material Culture of Gender: The Gender of Material 
Culture, eds. Katherine Martinez and Kenneth L. Ames (The Henry Francis du Pont 
Winterthur Museum, Inc., University Press of New England, 1997), 418-19. 
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In addition to the proliferation of patterns, an 1872 issue of Godey’s Ladies 
Book demonstrates the coded structure of quilted needlework that developed with the 
expanded dissemination of print media. Without the assistance of an illustration, a 
directive for a “Quilt Border—Cable Pattern” instructs the reader to, “Cast on 56 
stitches, and do a purl row. 1st pattern row.  3 edge stitches…4 purl, 8 plain, 9 purl, 8 
plain, 9 purl, 8 plain, 4 purl, 3 edge stitches.  2d. 3 plain for edge, 4 plain, 8 purl, 9 
plain, 8 purl, 9 plain, 8 purl, 4 plain, 3 plain, for edge. Repeat these two rows twice 
more, making 6 in all.”66 This compressed set of instructions converted the quilt border 
into a numeric language meant to be decoded and reconstructed by conversant readers, 
who translated the code into material form. In this particular case, that form takes the 
shape of a “cable” pattern. Previously known as the “rope” embellishment, the laying 
of the transatlantic telegraph cable in 1858 spurred the revival and renaming of this 
pattern.67 Alluding to a material substrate that conducts encoded messages, this “cable” 
border, and its encoded directive, internalizes the operating conditions of the 
telegraphic technology that it emblematizes.   
The imperceptible process of electromagnetic communication no doubt created 
a material impulse. Scholars continue to question communication’s materiality, at 
times arguing that the electronic impulse threatens a more immediate, physical, 
                                                
66 “Quilt Border—Cable Pattern,” Godey’s Ladies Book, vol. 84, 1872, 567. 
 
67 See Ruth Finley, Old Patchwork Quilts Old Patchwork Quilts and the Women Who 
Made Them (J. B. Lippincott Company, 1929): 149-150. Thomas K. Woodard and 
Blanche Greenstein note that with the inauguration of “the first Atlantic 
telegraph cable line, the "Rope" quilting pattern was instantly rechristened the "Cable.” 
See Woodward and Greenstein, Twentieth Century Quilts, 1900-1950 (New York: E. P. 
Dutton, 1988), 16. 
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palpable reality.  Yet others make the important point that every human experience is 
mediated by the senses, “one of which—touch,” as Bill Brown notes, “seems to 
provide some privileged access to the physical; indeed, the immaterial/material 
distinction often asserts itself as the difference between the visible and the tangible.”68 
Through their tactile materiality and assemblage, patchwork quilts help visualize and 
reconstitute the mediating moment of communication. This relationship is not based on 
a causal impact of communication technologies on craft production. Quilting, rather, 






Perry’s female quilters are a central part of this mediating moment as it is 
pictured in the quilt surface of A Quilting Party. This coded site of artistic process and 
transmission renders these figures mediators of abstract communication. Indeed, the 
social implications of transmission technologies about 1876 were crucial, not only for 
the conversing parties, but for the human intermediaries facilitating the connection. 
These figures were always on the inside of the private conversations taking place, 
encoding messages to be sent by telegraph, transcribing them into written word on the 
receiving end. And with the advent of the telephone, their voices penetrated the private 
spaces of their speaking parties, creating a connection at once intimate and 
disembodied. In his discussion of touch and the telephonic uncanny, Peters describes 
                                                
68 Brown, “Materiality,” 51. For more on the former perspective, see Colin Renfrew, 
Figuring It Out (London: Thames and Hudson, 2003), 185-86; and Jean Baudrillard, 
Simulacrum and Simulation, trans. Shela Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1994), cited in Brown, “Materiality,” 51. 
 123 
the archetypal figure of the female body “hidden at the heart of a national 
communications network, appearing only in impersonal voice….She was always 
betwixt and between.”69  
Sir William Thomson’s unlikely association of the telephone with the 
“homespun,” which opened this essay, resonates on many levels in Perry’s genre 
painting, perhaps in a more sophisticated manner than Alexander Graham Bell could 
articulate. An 1876 drawing by Bell portrays the homespun nature of his initial device 
with its crudely assembled parts (fig. 61). In his attempt to clearly diagram its 
mechanical operations, the inventor depicts a telephonic conversation between two 
human figures—a speaker, who faces a conical mouthpiece, and a listener, whose ear is 
pressed to the receiver. Stretched between them is a wire covered with crisscrossing, 
zigzagging lines. As if to signify the vibratory transmission of electromagnetic waves, 
Bell hastily attempts to picture a process that eluded visualization. Perry, on the other 
hand, gives nuance to this process, examining its social implications through its 
material relationship with more tactile communication technologies.  
In its own quiet manner, A Quilting Party confronts the intrusion of electronic 
communication media such as the telegraph and the telephone into a previously 
unwired world, conjuring the mediated process of transmission through the compressed 
and abstracted quilt at the composition’s center. This seemingly conventional painting 
expresses the cultural gridlock of an era shaped by the often conflicting forces of 
tradition and progress, embodiment and disembodiment, the visual and the aural, the 
                                                
69 Peters, Speaking Into the Air, 196. 
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public and the private. In complex and intricate ways, these tensions are embedded in 

















































LOUIS COMFORT TIFFANY’S EPISTOLARY TOOLS IN THE 




As genre painters like Perry began revising traditional modes of artistic 
expression to account for the new spatial and temporal realities available in the United 
States about 1876, the decorative arts, too, were in transition, responding to parallel 
technological concerns. Beginning at mid-century, new lines of communication and 
trade had been opened between the U.S and the rest of the world, spawning a 
burgeoning interest in historically and culturally diverse decorative styles from around 
the globe, which seemed to reach its stride at the Centennial Fair. Epitomizing the 
theme of global aesthetics and interconnection seen in the “kaleidoscopic mingling of 
diverse colors and forms,” the central room of the Fair’s Main Building was 
“ornamented with elaborate pieces representing America, Europe, Asia, and Africa,” so 
that each side of the room was “emblematic of one of the four quarters of the globe,” as 
described by James D. McCabe in his Illustrated History of the Centennial Exhibition.1 
                                                
1 James D. McCabe, The Illustrated History of the Centennial Exhibition, Held in 
Commemoration of the One Hundredth Anniversary of American Independence with a 
Full Description of the Great Buildings and all the Objects of Interest on Exhibition in 
Them (Philadelphia: The National Publishing Company, 1876): 338. Furthermore, 
attention to global geography was further reflected in the exhibition spaces, with 
exhibits from the United States situated at the center of the building, and displays from 
other countries arranged around them in order of each nation’s distance from the 
United States. 
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Distributed throughout the space surrounded by these decorative panels were 
letterboxes for attendees to deposit commemorative greeting cards to be sent back to 
their respective homelands. Telegraph offices, too, were situated on either side of the 
main aisle “from which messages may be sent to any part of the world.”2 Rather than 
concealing these infrastructures of modern communication, the installation put them on 
display, giving them visibility as a part of the decorative showcase. Through this visual 
and spatial configuration, the installation made manifest an inextricable link between 
the connective properties of the decorative—the cross-cultural intermingling of 
disparate styles and forms—and that of the communication systems and technologies 
of the period.3 
By the turn of the century, however, the eclecticism of Gilded Age design was 
beginning to fall out of fashion. The elaborate mixture of patterns and styles adorning 
decorative interiors and objects was by this time viewed as a superficial crust that 
needed to be scraped away, as modernist principles of functionalism gained traction in 
architecture and design.4 According to modernist dictum, ornament was the enemy of 
                                                                                                                                        
 
2 McCabe, The Illustrated History of the Centennial Exhibition, 338-343. Infused 
throughout the installation McCabe observed, “You hear the sharp click of the 
telegraph telling of the restless, busy energy that has produced all this luxury, and are 
reminded by it that you are not yet in Fairyland.” 
 
3 For more on this relationship between the connective properties of the telegraph and 
those of world ornament, see Katie Pfohl, “American Painting and the Systems of 
World Ornament,” (Ph.D. Diss., Harvard University, 2014): 8. 
 
4 The architect Louis Sullivan first wrote his famous dictum that “form ever follows 
function” in 1896 to explain his belief that the design and appearance of an object or a 
building should be motivated by its function. The tenets of functionalism, however, are 
somewhat ambiguous and have been interpreted differently over time. While Sullivan 
believed that ornament played a valuable roll in communicating a structure’s 
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function and efficiency. The pure simplicity of clean lines and bare surfaces attributed 
to an emergent machine age became the visual expression of twentieth-century social 
reform and technological innovation—a solution to the late-nineteenth century’s 
ornate, overwrought surfaces. Indeed much of the scholarship on Gilded Age design 
has largely interpreted the obsession with historical styles and natural forms associated 
with the Aesthetic Movement and art nouveau as an escapist mode of fantasy and 
retreat from life in the metropolis, with its ever-growing infrastructures of modernity.5 
This chapter, however, argues the opposite. More than just a superficial crust, 
decorative design from this period internalized the organizational logic of modern 
infrastructural systems, incorporating users into these shared rhythms and modes of 
living in a more interconnected world.  
About 1898, the American designer and craftsman Louis Comfort Tiffany 
(1848-1933) began producing his first cohesive line of decorative desktop accessories 
through his firm Tiffany Glass & Decorating Company (later called Tiffany Studios). 
Known as the “Etched Metal and Glass” desk set, over forty items were included in the 
line by 1906 (fig. 62). Letter racks, inkstands, blotters, stamp boxes, pen wipes, 
                                                                                                                                        
functionality, the modernists who followed him (such as Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, 
and Mies van der Rohe) believed that ornament served no function at all. See Sullivan, 
“The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered,” Lippincotts Monthly Magazine 339 
(March 1896), 403-409. For the most famous and polemical example of the modernist 
discourse on the negative effects of ornament on cultural development, also see Adolf 
Loos, “Ornament and Crime” (1908), in Programs and Manifestoes on 20th-Century 
Architecture, ed. Ulrich Conrads, trans. Michael Bullock (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1970), 20. 
 
5 For scholarship on Aestheticism as a form of retreat, see, for example, Kathleen Pyne, 
Art and the Higher Life: Painting and Evolutionary Thought in Late Nineteenth-
Century America (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996); and Sarah Burns, 
“Painting as Rest Cure,” in Inventing the Modern Artist: Art and Culture in Gilded Age 
America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 120-156. 
 128 
calendars, thermometers, letter scales, pen trays, and paper clips were all created with 
the natural world and modern communication in mind. The ornate overlay of acid 
etched bronze against the striated green glass draws on organic systems through 
“grapevine” and “pine needle” variations, sold to function interchangeably as part of 
the same set. Calling upon an art nouveau vocabulary of sinuous lines, the tangled 
tendrils and intersecting needles connected the letter-writing process with the material 
growth of the natural world. Integrated with these organic flourishes, the translucent 
glass calls to mind a sun-dappled patch of greenery. Like a set of Tiffany’s leaded glass 
windows in miniature form, these desktop accessories invited reverie and inspired 
revelation, encouraging rhetorical flourish usually associated with a leisurely pace of 
epistolary communication.   
When selected by the owner and arranged as a customized group upon the flat-
top desk surface, however, these objects collectively mediated the creative act of hand-
written correspondence, managing the flow of incoming and outgoing mail. They broke 
the epistolary process into a series of fragmented technical parts. The letter-writer 
would have perhaps sliced open an envelope, picked up a reading glass, retrieved a 
sheet of paper from the tray, repeatedly dipped a pen into the inkwell, put it to the 
page, absorbed excess ink with the rocker blotter, sealed the envelop, weighed the 
letter, applied a stamp, and deposited the finished product into the letter tray to be 
sorted through the postal system. These objects efficiently guided the user’s body to 
perform a set of discrete actions. While it seems to promote an expressive and leisurely 
mode of writing, the “Etched Metal and Glass” desk set also gestures toward efficiency 
 129 
and ease of communication, in keeping with emergent values of modern industrial 
society.  
This chapter explores the relationship between excess and efficiency embedded 
in the objects of Tiffany’s desk set in the context of a shifting communication 
landscape in the United States about the turn of the century. Manufactured by Tiffany’s 
team of artisans at his factory in Corona, Queens until the early 1920s, their production 
life runs parallel to significant growth and development of the U.S. Post Office, as well 
as the robust expansion of electronic networks like American Telephone and Telegraph 
Company (AT&T). While it may seem on one hand embedded in the decorative excess 
associated with notions of retreat during the period, a close investigation of the objects 
in Tiffany’s desk set reveals their dialogue with the material conditions and 
infrastructures of Progressive Era communication systems. 
 
 
DESKTOP CORRESPONDENCE IN THE POSTAL AGE  
 
Earlier in his career, Tiffany had gained fame and notoriety for decorating 
domestic interiors of the wealthy.6 His clients and commissions included the 
                                                
6 As the son of the jeweler, Charles L. Tiffany of Tiffany & Co., the designer had the 
financial resources as well as the professional and social connections to gain elite 
commissions. His design firm the Associated Artists was a collaboration between 
highly esteemed figures in the art and design world. See Wilson H. Faude, “Associated 
Artists and the American Renaissance in the Decorative Arts,” Winterthur Portfolio 10 
(1975): 101-130; and Robert Koch, Louis C. Tiffany: Rebel in Glass (New York: 
Crown, 1982). While Koch describes a partnership among Tiffany, Candace Wheeler, 
Lockwood de Forest, and Samuel Colman, Roberta A. Mayer and Carolyn K. Lane 
explore the nuances of their professional relationship in, “Disassociating the 
‘Associated Artists’: The Early Business Ventures of Louis C. Tiffany, Candace T. 
Wheeler, and Lockwood de Forest,” Studies in the Decorative Arts, Vol. 8, No. 2 
(Spring-Summer 2001): 2-36. Also see Alastair Duncan, Louis Comfort Tiffany (New 
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Vanderbilt Mansion in New York City, Mark Twain’s Harford, Connecticut home, and 
the White House of President Chester A. Arthur. By the early 1890s, however, the 
designer expanded his New York operation, turning his attention to the industrial arts. 
In 1893 he founded his own glassworks at a factory in Corona, Queens, adding a 
foundry and metal shop in 1897. Having previously outsourced the production of his 
designs through commercial glass houses and local foundries, the establishment of 
Tiffany Furnaces enabled the mass-production of glass and metal wares, eventually 
employing over two hundred artisans. The growing commercialism of the industrial 
arts, blown art glass, lamps, and other “fancy goods,” including desk articles, radically 
expanded Tiffany’s market. 
The items in the “Etched Metal and Glass” desk set offered great flexibility to 
consumers, advertised as useful and affordable objects of beauty “for the desk of the 
businessman…[or] for the home.” Tiffany Studios catalogues offered suggestions for 
specifically gendered objects such as tobacco jars and ashtrays for men, and tea screens 
and glove boxes for women. Each object was sold separately and made available to a 
broad turn-of-the-century market at leading retailers across the country and through 
mail-order brochures.7 As popular gift items, buyers had the ability to acquire items 
                                                                                                                                        
York: Harry N. Abrams, 1992), especially chapter one, “The Early Careers: Painting 
and Interior Design,” pp. 15-50. 
 
7 Desk Sets by Tiffany Studios (New York: Tiffany Studios, n.d.): 2. This and the 
following trade catalogues are held in the digital collection of Tiffany publications and 
ephemeral materials in the Thomas J. Watson Library at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York. Also see, Desk Sets and Useful Articles (New York: Tiffany Studios, 
1910); Tiffany Studios Desk Sets (New York: Tiffany Studios, n.d.); Tiffany Studios 
Suggestions for Gifts (New York: Tiffany Studios, n.d.); Tiffany Studios: Catalogue of 
Rugs, Furniture, Fabrics, Lamps, Fixtures and Other Articles Offered at Special Sale 
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gradually, adding to a recipient’s collection—whether a loved one or a colleague—over 
successive years or holidays, with a recommended number between six and nine 
articles constituting a full set.8 (Notable recipients of an “Etched Metal and Glass” desk 
set, for example, were President Woodrow Wilson and his wife Edith, who received it 
as a wedding gift from Wilson’s Secretary of State Robert Lansing and his wife.) 
Pictured in the 1910 Tiffany Studios trade catalogue of “Desk Sets and Useful 
Articles,” an entire constellation of accessories was assembled across a desk surface, 
displayed as a network of interdependent parts, designed to work together as a 
communication system in a variety of customizable arrangements (fig. 63).  
Until the late-nineteenth century, there were generally far fewer desk items on 
offer from individual manufacturers. While matching items sold as a set were 
available, they were often pre-selected to include only the basics: an inkwell, a blotter, 
a letter holder and opener, and sometimes a pen tray. The inkstand used by Susan B. 
Anthony between 1868 and 1872—during her time writing for the woman’s rights 
weekly newspaper The Revolution—for example, is a compact wooden stand with 
recessed grooves in which to place a pen, holders to steady two glass ink bottles, a 
drawer in which to store small items, and a carrying handle for ease of movement (fig. 
64). While writing sets such as this offered the advantage of purchasing several tools 
together, many writing implements found on a user’s desk—even the most lavish—
                                                                                                                                        
Beginning April 11, 1910 and Continuing for Two Weeks Only (New York: Tiffany 
Studios, 1910). 
 
8 In their collector’s guide, connoisseurs George A. Kemeny and Donald Miller 
indicate that all Tiffany desk sets should consist of at least six pieces, including “a 
paper or letter rack, blotter ends or corners, and an inkstand.” See Kemeny and Miller, 
Tiffany Desk Treasures: A Collector’s Guide (New York: Hudson Hills Press, 2002): 
19.  
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were often acquired from different manufacturers, each specializing in a particular 
object or process of epistolary composition.9 Tiffany, by contrast, offered the 
convenience of purchasing all of the writing tools one could imagine from the same 
manufacturer, creating a massive market out of a quotidian activity.10 The proliferation 
of coordinating objects on display in the Tiffany Studios catalogue encouraged choice, 
positioning the ostensible user at the center of a social network of their own making.  
Tiffany’s turn to mass production, and his surplus of desk items in particular, 
was indicative of the burgeoning postal age. By the 1890s Americans had experienced 
an explosion in the mass production of not only consumer goods, but of 
communication itself. To receive a letter in the early decades of the nineteenth century 
                                                
9 James Daybell, in his study of the materials and tools of letter-writing in the early 
modern period, discusses the range of materials used in the task of writing letters—
“pens and penknives for cutting and re-cutting quills; feathers of varying types to turn 
into quills; ink for writing with and its accouterments, an inkpot or inkhorn for holding 
the ink, a dust box, sand box or pounce pot for sprinkling sand onto a manuscript in 
order to blot wet ink; wax, string, floss, ribbons, seals and signets used for sealing 
correspondence,” and, of course, paper. By accessing personal and household accounts, 
inventories, and receipt books Daybell uncovers that, while letter-writing was a 
quotidian practice and consumers had widespread access to letter-writing materials and 
implements, many of the goods used to construct a letter had to be acquired from 
separate vendors. See Daybell, The Material Letter in Early Modern England: 
Manuscript Letters and the Culture and Practices of Letter-Writing, 1512-1635 (New 
York: Springer Publishing, 2012), especially chapter two on “Materials and Tools of 
Letter-Writing.” Also see, Nigel Hall, “The Materiality of Letter Writing: A Nineteenth 
Century Perspective,” in Letter Writing as a Social Practice, eds. David Barton and 
Nigel Hall (John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2000), pp. 83-107. 
 
10 Nigel Hall discusses the sudden explosion of decorative desk accessories and 
matching sets more broadly in the late-nineteenth century. He also notes that letter-
writing paper began incorporating decorative imagery and engraved illustrations at the 
top of the page at this time—frequently picturing views of specific places. Decorative 
headings, Hall argues, were a result of mass production and increased railway travel 
and were available at souvenir shops and hotels, but soon became adopted by middle-
class homeowners as mode of expressing one’s class or public standing. See Hall, “The 
Materiality of Letter Writing,” 103-107. 
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was a rare event.11 Postage was prohibitively expensive and transit times could exceed 
two months. Before 1845 the rate for sending a single letter (limited to one sheet of 
paper) to a recipient more than four hundred miles away was twenty-five cents (about 
seven dollars today).12 With the advent of cheap postage, established by Congressional 
measures during the middle decades of the century, the rate of sending a half-ounce 
letter up to three thousand miles (anywhere in the country) dropped to three cents 
(about eighty cents today).13 As a result, hand-written correspondence progressively 
became a fundamental part of daily life by the turn of the century.  
In the years directly preceding Tiffany’s production of desk accessories, the 
number of parcels handled by the U.S. Post Office nearly doubled over only one 
decade from 3,576,100,000 in 1888 to 6,214,447,000 pieces of mail handled by 1898.14 
                                                
11 See David M. Henkin, The Postal Age: The Emergence of Modern Communications 
in Nineteenth-Century America (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006): 17. 
 
12 The United States Postal Service provides a postal history including data and 
statistics of postage rates. See United States Postal Service, “Rates for Domestic 
Letters, 1792-1863,” USPS.com. https://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-
history/domestic-letter-rates-1792-1863.pdf (accessed January 12, 2018). 
 
13 For a more detailed history of the Congressional measures taken to reform postal 
rates, see Henkin, The Postal Age, 22; 42-62. Henkin notes that a history of the reforms 
in postal rates has not been written. A timeline of the rates can be found at the United 
States Postal Service, “Domestic Letter Rates Since 1863,” USPS.com. 
https://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-history/domestic-letter-rates-since-1863.pdf 
(accessed January 12, 2018). For more on postal history and reforms in a British 
Victorian context, see Catherine J. Golden, Posting It: The Victorian Revolution in 
Letter Writing (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2009); and Kate Thomas, 
Postal Pleasures: Sex, Scandal, and Victorian Letters (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012). 
 
14 See United States Postal Service, “Pieces of Mail Handled, Number of Post Office, 
Income, and Expenses Since 1789,” USPS.com. http://about.usps.com/who-we-
are/postal-history/pieces-of-mail-since-1789.pdf (accessed January 12, 2018). For more 
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During this ten-year period 16,194 new post offices were created, with the number 
reaching an all time high by 1901. Post offices were even operating in motion, sorting 
and delivering mail from cross-country rail cars with the implementation of the U.S. 
Railway Post Office (RPO) beginning in 1864.15 On an envelope advertising the ‘cheap 
steam printing’ of the Daily Times Steam Printing Office in Cincinnati, the form of a 
steam press merges with that of a train as “cards by the million” are emitted from a 
belching chimney (fig. 65). Mailed by rail from Cincinnati to Cumberland, Maine, the 
envelope’s cartoon illustrates its own production and transit, depicting the proliferation 
of print matter and mail rolling along the railroad tracks as crowds of people wave 
from the local stations. The Railway Mail Service dispatched mail in a matter of days 
through a complex network of interconnected routes webbing their way from populous 
urban centers to rural areas.  
Throughout the 1890s, the U.S. Post Office began revolutionizing intra-city 
communication as well by installing pneumatic tube service in Philadelphia, New 
York, Boston, Chicago, and St. Louis, delivering mail within each city through a 
system of pressurized underground tubes. Operators, later known as “Rocketeers,” 
filled twenty-four-inch cast iron canisters, eight inches in diameter, with up to five 
hundred letters and placed them into lubricated tubes, “much in the same way a bullet 
                                                                                                                                        
on the expansion and inclusivity of the post office in the mid to late-nineteenth century 
see Henkin, The Postal Age, 64-71. 
 
15 For a history of the Railway Post Office see the Smithsonian National Postal 
Museum, “Railway Mail Service,” postalmuseum.si.edu. 
https://postalmuseum.si.edu/rms/history/index.html (accessed January 12, 2018). 
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is loaded into a gun,” explained an article in Scientific American.16 Powered by air 
compression, mail canisters traveled at thirty miles per hour, delivering an estimated 
250,000 letters in one hour’s time. As a result, same-day intra-city mail was delivered 
three times a day. Within the city of New York the Post Office opened its Pneumatic 
Tube Service in 1897 to a ceremonious inauguration, in which President of the New 
York Central Railroad and future New York Senator Chauncey M. Depew, in a test of 
speed, sent a bible 3,750 feet from the General Post Office at 43rd Street to the Produce 
Exchange on Lower Broadway in fifty-six seconds. “Here it was opened and inclosures 
[sic.] were made, the carrier finally arriving at the Post office…4 minutes and 40 
seconds from the time it was sent away,” another article reported.17 In an address 
following the inaugural mail tube transmission, the railroad executive declared, “This 
is an age of speed,” projecting that a “complete network of tubes, answering in its 
scope to the telephone of to-day, would effect a revolution in the business methods of 
the retail tradesmen, placing them in hourly touch with the wholesale houses.”18  
                                                
16 “Pneumatic Tube Mail Service for New York City,” Scientific American, vol. 
LXXVII, No. 5 (July 31, 1897): 67. Also see Robert A. Cohen, “The Pneumatic Mail 
Tubes: New York’s Hidden Highway and Its Development,” USPS.com. 
http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-history/pneumatic-tubes.pdf (accessed 
January 12, 2018). 
 
17 “Opening of the Pneumatic Postal Tube Service in New York City,” Scientific 
American, Vol. LXXVII, No. 16 (October 16, 1897): 243. The article compares this 
transit time to that of other communication systems: “An experiment was recently 
made to determine the time taken to send a message over practically the same route as 
that covered by the postal tubes, by various systems of communication. The test shows 
that the round trip occupied thirty-three minutes by a messenger boy, thirty-three 
minutes by a wagon, fifty-six minutes by telegram, and three hours and ten minutes by 
mail one way.” 
 
18 “Mail Tube is a Success,” New York Times (October 8, 1897): 16; “Opening of the 
Pneumatic Postal Tube Service in New York City,” 243. Also see, “Pneumatic Mail 
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With the postal revolution, letters were no longer written only when there was 
extraordinary news to report or important business to be conducted. Postal efficiencies 
made letter-writing a frequent and common practice, essential to maintaining all 
different kinds of relationships and strengthening the bonds between correspondents at 
a time when increased mobility and expanding corporate enterprises placed greater 
distances between personal and professional networks. By facilitating such a cheap and 
rapid pace, the post office incorporated many new users into its rhythms. Postal 
scholarship, for example, emphasizes the broad understanding by Americans at the 
mid-nineteenth century that the archetypal letter-writer was a businessman, and most 
letters pertained to the swift demands of the marketplace. Postal efficiencies, however, 
led to the prevalence of the “personal letter.” As the postal history scholar David M. 
Henkin notes, many new users of the post “adopted and adapted these associations 
[with business and the marketplace] in an effort to make sense of what it might mean to 
conduct interpersonal relationships through the mail.”19 Fast delivery, therefore, 
generated expectations of prompt reply, and tending to copious amounts of 
correspondence by the later part of the century could become quite a chore. Lewis 
Carroll, for example, in his tongue-in-cheek manual entitled Eight Or Nine Wise Words 
About Letter-Writing, published in 1890, warns overburdened writers: “don’t fill more 
                                                                                                                                        
Tube System, New York City,” Scientific American, Vol. LXXVII, No. 24 (December 
11, 1897): 373. 
 
19 See, for example, Henkin, The Postal Age, 93-95.  Also see, William Merrill Decker, 
Epistolary Practices: Letter Writing in America before Telecommunications (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1998): 59-61. 
 
 137 
than a page and a half with apologies for not having written sooner!”20 Carroll’s 
“rules” outlined in his book highlight the laboriousness of letter writing to a humorous 
extreme, advising readers to take such measures as to address and stamp the envelope 
before writing the letter.  
 
“And I’ll tell what will happen if you don’t. You will go on writing till 
the last moment, and just in the middle of the last sentence, you will 
become aware that ‘time’s up!’ Then comes the hurried wind-up—the 
wildly-scrawled signature—the hastily-fastened envelope, which comes 
open in the post—the address, a mere hieroglyphic—the horrible 
discovery that you’ve forgotten to replenish your Stamp-Case—a frantic 
appeal, to every one in the house, to lend you a Stamp—the headlong 
rush to the Post Office, arriving, hot and gasping, just after the box has 
closed—and finally, a week afterwards, the return of the Letter, from 
the Dead-Letter Office, marked ‘address illegible’!21 
 
In addition to—and perhaps because of—the pressures of keeping up, stylistic 
conventions needed to be learned and properly observed. The influx of letter-writing 
manuals beginning around the 1770s and continuing on for more than a century 
dictated the rules and decorum, teaching an upwardly mobile middle-class the skills of 
social-refinement, which had previously been reserved only for the wealthy and well-
                                                
20 Lewis Carroll, Eight Or Nine Wise Words About Letter Writing (Oxford: Emberlin 
and Son, 1890), p.14. Carroll shares his belabored organizational system for registering 
correspondence, recommending that readers “keep a record of Letters Received and 
Sent” for their reference for years to come. See pages 23-26. 
 
21 Carroll, Eight Or Nine Wise Words About Letter Writing, 9-10. Carroll is referring to 
the Wonderland Stamp-Case of his own invention, described in his manual and 
designed with two absurd “Pictorial Surprises.” On the surface, Alice is nursing a 
Duchess’s Baby, “(An entirely new combination, by the way: it doesn’t occur in the 
book.)” By pulling the tab the baby turns into a pig. “Since I have possessed a 
‘Wonderland Stamp Case,’ Carroll writes, “Life has been bright and peaceful, and I 
have used no other. I believe the Queen’s laundress uses no other,” he writes jesting at 
the lowbrow design. See pages 5-7.    
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educated classes.22 Late-nineteenth-century guides to letter-writing—often found in 
etiquette books—offered examples for formatting, including how to date and address a 
letter, how to properly use figures, abbreviations, and postscripts, and various 
salutations, closures, and signatures and their implied meanings and appropriate uses. 
Manuals advised on the materials to use: ink was to have a clear black color and flow 
freely without bleeding through the paper; half-sheets were not to be used for personal 
letters and “crossing your pages is positively an insult”; paper was to have a fine, firm 
stock in white or subtle tints of cream or gray; envelopes should exactly fit the paper; 
and sealing wax should be red or black and have a firmly-pressed impression. Writing 
styles were discussed at length. Manuals included dozens of sample letters and 
appropriate responses on topics and situations such as job offers and acceptances, 
condolences and congratulations, cautionary letters to friends with questionable love 
interests, marriage proposals, reprimanding an ungracious son, or writing to 
strangers.23 Above all, it was important to express oneself as (seemingly) naturally as 
                                                
22 For more on mid to late-eighteenth century letter-writing manuals, see Konstantin 
Dierks, “The Familiar Letter and Social Refinement in America, 1750-1800,” in Letter 
Writing as a Social Practice, eds. David Barton and Nigel Hall (John Benjamins 
Publishing Company, 2000), pp. 31-42.  
 
23 See, for example, J. Willis Westlake, How to Write Letters: A Manual of 
Corresnpondence, Showing the Correct Structure (Philadelphia: Christopher Sower, 
1876); Mrs. Anna R. White, Youth’s Educator for Home and Society (Chicago: 
Monarch Book Company, 1896); Webster’s Ready-Made Love Letters (New York: R. 
M. De Witt, 1873); Companion to the Writing-Desk; or, How to Address, Begin, and 
End Letters to Tilted (London: R. Hardwicke, 1861); Rev. T. Cooke, The Universal 
Letter Writer; or New Art of Polite Correspondence (London: Milner and Company, 
1850); A New Letter-Writer, for the Use of Gentleman (Philadelphia: Porter & Coates, 
1868); and The Wide World Letter Writer; Containing Letters of Introduction, Letters 
on Business, […] and Letters of Excuse, Together with Appropriate Answers to Each. 
Being a Complete Guide to the Best Style of Modern Correspondence in Every Position 
of Life (London: Milner and Company, c. 1890). 
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possible, striking a balance between clarity and originality. “Take pains,” writes J. 
Willis Westlake, in his 1876 manual How to Write Letters. “[W]rite as plainly and 
neatly as possible — rapidly if you can, slowly if you must…Don’t say, I haven’t time 
to be so particular. Take time; or else write fewer letters and shorter ones.”24  
As epistolary practices became a structuring presence in daily interactions, 
models of penmanship turned the hand-written letter into a decorative art of its own. 
The visual appearance of a letter became a reflection of the individual, even simulating 
the writer’s bodily presence.25 Self-presentation became a key concern, demonstrated 
                                                                                                                                        
 
24 See Westlake, How to Write Letters, 42. As one manual dictates, “‘Dear Friend, I 
take my pen in hand to let you know I am well,’ has long ago become stereotyped and 
tiresome.” The writer continues, “Be original…Try and think over what you design 
writing and say it in the most natural way you can. This is the highest art—to do 
everything in so artistic and finished a manner, that it will have the appearance of being 
second nature.” See White, Youth’s Educator for Home and Society, 240. This text also 
notes that, “Long letters are only welcome to friends who take deep interest in us, and 
even there ‘Brevity is the soul of wit,’ for few have the rare gift of writing lengthy 
epistles that will not weary.” See page 238. 
 
25 Letter writing manuals of the period discuss the great importance of constructing a 
neat letter, indicating that both a letter’s physical state and its content are a direct 
reflection of the writer. See, for example, White, Youth’s Educator for Home and 
Society, 250. For more on the bodily presence and the letter, Henkin cites an 1868 
guide published in San Francisco, which describes letters as “the treasured mementoes 
of the absent, the loved, and the lost…[H]ow they are read and re-read, wept over and 
kissed.” See Carrie Carlton, Carrie Carlton’s popular letter-writer: A valuable 
assistant to those engaged in epistolary correspondence, and peculiarly adapted to the 
requirements of California (San Francisco: A. Roman, 1868): 7-8. Henkin makes the 
point that letters were commonly held to bear “metonymic traces of the (typically 
female) bodies that composed them, and they dealt in the currency of human intimacy.” 
See Henkin, The Postal Age, 100. Decker explores how letter writers commonly 
“inscribed themselves at the distance their letters were intended to traverse,” incisively 
asking “[w]hat in the rhetoric of the epistolary text serves to mitigate or exaggerate the 
effects of geographic separation?”. See Decker, Epistolary Practices, 61. Kate Thomas 
aligns the role of postal communication to homosexual desire and encounter in 
Victorian Britain, arguing that “erotic and epistolary exchange serve, metaphorize, and 
substitute for one another.” See Thomas, Postal Pleasures, 4-9. Applying this notion of 
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by the abundance of prescriptive texts and manuals on penmanship. A popular 1885 
handbook, Sykes’s Manual of Penmanship emphasizes how to properly sit and hold the 
pen, provided speed and movement exercises, analyzed extended letters, “some 
hav[ing] loops and others having straight lines as continuants,” provided a template for 
the “standard business alphabet,” and the “civil service alphabet,” emphasizing 
legibility above all else (fig. 66). Different styles of lettering were also presented, 
including “Egyptian Block Letters,” “Old English Text,” “German Text,” and “Upright 
Roman.” “This handbook of penmanship,” it reads, “contains a comprehensive system 
embracing all the instruction required to secure legibility, speed, and symmetry in 
writing.”26  
As letter-writing became an increasingly frequent and time-sensitive task, laden 
with rules and decorum that needed to be followed, Tiffany’s “Etched Metal and 
Glass” desk set could be understood to aestheticize the letter-writer’s labor, making 
one’s work a visual pleasure. More than merely prettifying a laborious and sometimes 
unpleasant process, however, the goal of such ornamentation was to articulate and 
enhance the intended function of the objects it adorned. While this functionalist design 
philosophy is often associated with the modernist belief that ornament was superfluous 
                                                                                                                                        
the personal letter and bodily presence more broadly to literature of the period, Aaron 
Ritzenberg discusses the power of sentimental language that persisted amid the rise of 
managerial capitalism in the United States between the mid-nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries. Ritzenberg identifies “moments of touch” as a powerful literary 
trope throughout this period of increasing mechanization, when bodily contact between 
characters in novels prompts readers to “imagine they are experiencing unmediated 
emotion.” See Ritzenberg, The Sentimental Touch: The Language of Feeling in the Age 
of Managerialsim (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013): 1.  
 
26 Sykes’s Manual of Penmanship (London: Simpkin, Marshall, Hamilton, Kent, & Co. 
Limited, 1885): 1. 
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to a structure’s function and should therefore be eliminated, the theory initially applied 
directly to a structure’s decorative forms. The architect Louis Sullivan (known as the 
creator of the skyscraper) first wrote his famous dictum that “form ever follows 
function” in 1896 to explain his belief that the design and appearance of an object or a 
building should be motivated by its function.27 Unlike the modernists who followed 
him, Sullivan believed that exterior ornament played a valuable roll in communicating 
a structure’s interior functionality and often punctuated his office buildings with a 
profusion of organic art nouveau forms. Sullivan’s ideas were widely known and 
adopted by many others during the period. The American architect, designer, and close 
associate of Tiffany, Samuel Howe embraced these ideas, explaining in 1902 that, 
“True ornament can not be applied. It arises from within the thing to be decorated. It is 
the effort of personality to express itself…Ornament is the surface manifestation of the 
vital energy of art…It conveys sentiments and expresses facts.”28  
Viewed through the lens of this early functionalist design tenet, the ornament of 
Tiffany’s desk set indeed visually and conceptually echoes its function of 
interconnection by way of generating, proliferating, and disseminating correspondence. 
The all-over pattern of grapevines and pine boughs, and the flattened planes of color 
extend beyond the bounds of each individual object so that the set—though made up of 
disjointed steps—was fully integrated upon the desktop and, ostensibly, with the design 
of the surrounding room. As social objects, made to facilitate connections with others, 
their decorative system extended even further out into the world through the user’s 
                                                
27 Sullivan, “The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered,” 403-409. 
 
28 See Samuel Howe, “The Use of Ornament in the House,” The Craftsman, Vol. 3, No. 
2 (November 1902): 85. 
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reach into the tangle of correspondences, crisscrossing the country through the postal 
infrastructure of railroad tracks, pneumatic tubes, and the like. The labor and 
infrastructure of letter-writing—of keeping up with one’s connections and generating 
new ones—was visually internalized by the linear forms of Tiffany’s decorative tools, 
designed to inspire the expansion of one’s social network through prolific, if not 
creative, hand-written expressions. 
I say “prolific, if not creative” because the letter writer was expected to express 
him or herself within established boundaries.  Etiquette dictated the importance, above 
all else, of a neat page and legible script. “[N]o degree of intimacy excuses a slovenly, 
blotted letter, which is half-full of erasures,” one manual stated.29 The long-established 
Spencerian model of penmanship, developed by Platt Rogers Spencer and modernized 
by his sons in 1886 to “meet just demands of the public,” provided an elaborate array 
of text and lettering styles. Within structure this updated Spencerian model emphasized 
the way in which one’s character could register in their script. “Individuality in 
chirography is in a great measure due to individual modifications of the forms learned 
while under instruction, the selection of forms of letters from the variety presented for 
consideration, and the physical characteristics of the writer.”30 The manual warned, 
                                                
29 The manual continues, “Write a plain hand, free from flourishes. An ornamental 
hand will do for a copy-book or a writing-master, but few of your correspondents will 
care for gymnastics in your handwriting. Errors in grammar and spelling expose the 
writer to sharp criticism.” See White, Youth’s Educator for Home and Society, 250. 
Manuals such as this one typically instructed which ink and paper to use, how to 
address various people, how to compose a salutation and closing, habits to avoid, and 
outlined many different types of letters, including friendly, personal, business, 
congratulations, condolences, and letters to strangers.  
 
30 P. R. Spencer’s Sons, The New Spencerian Compendium of Penmanship: A 
Comprehensive Work Upon the Art in its Various Departments: Practical Writing, 
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however, that taking artistic liberties aimed at expressing individuality, one risked 
venturing into self-indulgent extremes, “which render the style illegible, grotesque, or 
extravagant.”31  
 
DECORATIVE EXCESS  
 
The chief reference point for extravagant self-presentation in the Gilded Age 
was Oscar Wilde, who toured the United States in 1882, giving lectures on “House 
Decoration,” in which he promoted the central concerns of beauty and art-for-art’s-sake 
of the Aesthetic Movement. 32 During the tour he presented himself to the public in his 
wildly eccentric costume of knee breeches, silk stockings, and sumptuous fabrics, with 
locks of wavy hair flowing to his shoulders, and lectured with a flower in hand.33 An 
easy target for satire, the aesthete was notoriously portrayed in widely circulated 
                                                                                                                                        
Calligraphy, Text and Lettering, Flourishing, Pen-Drawing: Accompanied by Full 
Instructions, and Illustrated by Seventy-Three Full-Page Steel and Lithographic Plates, 





32 Oscar Wilde, “House Decoration,” Essays and Lecture by Oscar Wilde (London: 
Methuen and Co., 1908). This lecture was delivered in the United States during 
Wilde’s 1882 tour. It was advertised as a lecture on “The Practical Application of the 
Principles of the Aesthetic Theory to Exterior and Interior House Decoration, With 
Observations upon Dress and Personal Ornament,” first presented to the public on May 
11, 1882. Also see Oscar Wilde, Oscar Wilde in America: The Interviews, eds. 
Matthew Hofer and Gary Scharnhorst (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2010); 
Lloyd Lewis and Henry Justin Smith, Oscar Wilde Discovers America (New York: 
Benjamin Blom, 1967).  
 
33 Countless newspaper articles discussed Wilde and his reputation during these years. 
See, for example, “Oscar Wilde and Aestheticism,” The New York Sun (Sunday, 
January 1, 1882): 4. Also see Sarah Burns, Inventing the Modern Artist: Art and 
Culture in Gilded Age America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996): 89-119. 
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cartoons of the period, which represented his body as “curvy and pliant,” with a 
“serpentine undulation all the way to his corkscrewed feet.”34 In a cartoon entitled “The 
Modern Messiah,” Wilde rides into San Francisco, knees bent, back arched, hand on 
hip, mounted upon a donkey—he is an “ass-thete,” sunflower saddle and all (fig. 67).  
Such caricatures aligned Wilde’s expressive, contorted affectations with many 
concurrent debates about the expressive potential of line in art and design during the 
period. Discussing of “the language of line” in his 1900 text Line & Form, the textile 
and wallpaper designer Walter Crane, for example, wrote that “Every artist…finds a 
method in the use of line to suit his own personality—to suit his own individual aim in 
artistic expression—and in course of time it becomes a characteristic manner, by which 
his work is instantly known, like a friend’s handwriting.”35 Just as an artist puts pen (or 
brush) to paper in the creative act of drawing a line, handwriting, too, visually registers 
the character or mood of the writer. It offers visual information about the person 
wielding the pen, whether through its graceful cursive loops, its bold, straight dashes, 
                                                
34 Burns, Inventing the Modern Artist: Art and Culture in Gilded Age America: 90-91. 
  
35 Walter Crane, Line & Form (London: G. Bell & Sons, Ltd., 1900): 25-26. There was 
a parallel concern during these years about the “degeneration” of the wavy line 
associated with art nouveau design. Tiffany’s friend, the architect Samuel Howe wrote 
that French design “has dangerous tendencies which must be cut off in their budding 
stage. Otherwise, degeneracy will ensue.  The “art nouveau” ornament in the hands of 
a master who knows how to stay his touch, is beautiful and soothing to the eye. 
Through its gentle appeal to the sensuous perception it lightens the burden of the 
overworked and overstrained. It leads back to ‘the simple life’. But the same system of 
ornament given over to the power of an insecure draughtsman is only to be avoided and 
censured. The obscured plant-form becomes in this case a non-structural wavy line, 
which is repeated and echoed in some dragon or reptile type…In the first instance we 
have progress and renewal; in the second, degeneration.” See Howe, “The Use of 
Ornament in the House,” 91. 
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or its rushed scribbles.36 Such discussions of line’s expressivity during the period had 
their roots in William Hogarth’s 1753 treatise on The Analysis of Beauty. In this 
influential text, Hogarth defines the “line of beauty,” an S-shaped curved line (also 
referred to as the “serpentine line,” or “line of grace”), which “leads the eye in a 
pleasing manner” along the boundary of an object or set of objects. “Though all sorts 
of waving-lines are ornamental, when properly applied; yet, strictly speaking, there is 
but one precise line, properly to be called the line of beauty.” Hogarth illustrates a scale 
of seven curving lines, demonstrating the ideal proportions of the line of beauty, seen 
in line number four (fig. 68). “[T]he lines 5, 6, 7, by their bulging too much in their 
curvature becoming gross and clumsy; and, on the contrary, 3, 2, 1, as they straighten, 
becoming mean and poor, as will appear in [figure 50] where they are applied to the 
legs of chairs.”37  
Such laws of line, as Sarah Burns discusses, were applied to gender expression 
in visual culture of the period, and the “curvy and pliant” aesthete male figure—a 
stand-in for Wilde—was often placed in direct contrast to the “proper” gentleman, 
standing straight and erect as was the ideal posture of traditional masculinity.38 Wilde’s 
                                                
36 See, for example, Mary Savig, ed., Pen to Paper: Artists’ Handwritten Letters from 
the Smithsonian’s Archives of American Art (Princeton Architectural Press, 2016). In 
her introduction, Savig makes the important point that “Handwritten letters are 
performances on paper. Elegant flourishes of cursive sashay across a page, while bold 
strokes of calligraphy shout for attention. Free-spirited scribbled letters trip over each 
other, and distinctive dashes direct traffic. These lively impressions take shape in 
endless variations, intertwining language and art.” 
 
37 William Hogarth, The Analysis of Beauty: Written with a view of fixing the 
fluctuation Ideas of Taste (London: J. Reeves, 1753): 39, 49. 
 
38 The illustrator George Du Maurier, most famously, created a series of cartoons 
caricaturing the aesthetic male figure for popular periodicals of the time. For the 
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bodily internalization of these sinuous forms, and his excessive expression of 
individuality (perceived as effeminization), became an example of the social risks 
posed to those seduced by the cult of beauty, which satirists often visualized via 
decorative art objects.39 In a well-known caricature, the illustrator George Du Maurier, 
for example, satirizes an “Aesthetic Bridegroom” and his “Intense Bride” in their 
“Aesthetic” home (fig. 69). Admiring their porcelain teapot, the bridegroom says, “It is 
quite consummate, is it not!” The bride responds, “It is, Indeed! Oh, Algernon, let us 
live up to it!,” evoking the famous aphorism of Wilde, himself, that ‘I find it harder and 
harder every day to live up to my blue and white china,’ (all the rage among the 
aesthetes at the time).40 These aesthete ‘Chinamaniacs’, as they were called, grew so 
obsessed with their decorative objects that they were often viewed as becoming one 
with them.41  
                                                                                                                                        
contrast of the straight and erect gentleman and the twisted aesthete, see, for example, 
Du Maurier’s “An Infelicitous Question,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 81 
(October, 1890). For a discussion of Du Maurier’s imagery and the “oppositional 
schema” he used to “sharpen his mockeries,” see Burns, Inventing the Modern Artist, 
89-92. 
 
39 Period discourse warning against Wilde and the cult of beauty was prevalent. See, 
for example, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, “Unmanly Manhood,” Woman’s Journal 
13 (February 4, 1882): 33. Also see “How Far Is It from This to This?” Washington 
Post, January 22, 1882. Anne Anderson discusses the figure of Oscar Wilde and his 
aesthetic sensibilities in “‘Fearful Consequences…of Living up to One’s Teapot”: Men, 
Women, and ‘Cultchah’ in the English Aesthetic Movement c. 1870-1900,” Victorian 
Literature and Culture 37 (2009). 
 
40 See Anderson, “‘Fearful Consequences…of Living up to One’s Teapot,’” 233; and 
Anne-Florence Gillard-Estrada, “Consummate Too Too”: On the Logic of Iconotexts 
Satirizing the “Aesthetic Movement.” Revoir Les Victoriens: Practiques de 
L’illustration 21 Watching Texts, Reading Images, (2016). 
 
41 See, for example, Josephine Pollard’s The Decorative Sisters: A Modern Ballad, 
illustrated by Walter Satterlee (New York: A.D.F. Randolph, & co., 1881). As Gillard-
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The materialism tied to the market for the decorative during this period, of 
which Wilde was a leading voice, is nowhere more apparent than in “The Modern 
Messiah” (see fig. 67).  As both an amusing pun (“ass-thete”) and a satirical contrast to 
Wilde’s pomp, the donkey on which he rides into town was a biblical reference from 
Zechariah 9:9, which describes the salvation of Jerusalem with the coming of the king: 
“Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion!...Behold, your king is coming to you; righteous 
and having salvation is he, humble and mounted on a donkey.” Far from “righteous” 
and “humble,” however, Wilde is represented with great hubris. The dollar sign 
adorning Wilde’s sunflower, along with the $5,000 hanging from his donkey’s tail—
the amount Wilde was paid for his California lecture series—signifies his monetary 
motivations, capitalizing on the proliferation of and market for his flamboyant ideas.42 
                                                                                                                                        
Estrada notes, The two young women in this book are so obsessed by their aesthetic 
decorations that they turn into “decorating plants” themselves—a consequence of their 
“vain and ludicrous attachments to non-human objects—flowers, china teapots, etc.” 
See, Gillard-Estrada, “Consumate Too Too.” The Royal Worcester Aesthetic Teapot is 
the ultimate example of what it meant to outsiders to “be like a teapot.” Composed of 
the head and torso of a back-to-back male and female form, the hand-on-hip posture 
and drooping arms—“enacting the swagger of dandies and fops [which] would be 
identified with pretentious affection and effeminacy”—are modeled into the handle and 
spout of the teapot. Beneath the base bears the moralizing inscription, “Fearful 
consequences through the laws of Natural Selection and Evolution of living up to one’s 
Teapot.” Alluding to Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, the teapot’s inscription played 
to the mainstream culture’s fears about the erosion of masculinity and the transgression 
of gender norms, while also sending a moralizing message about the dangers of 
decorative decadence through the allusion of the aesthete evolving into their own 
objects of desire. See Anderson, “‘Fearful Consequences…of Living up to One’s 
Teapot,’” 232. 
 
42 Many of the figures in the background are identifiable as people of some 
significance to Wilde. For instance, the man with the goatee is Charles Crocker, 
founder of the Central Pacific Railroad, which Wilde took on his trip west (his 
daughter has been identified as a possible love interest of Wilde’s during the same 
year). Also portrayed is Isaac Smith Kalloch and Maurice Carey Blake, the 18th and 
19th Mayors of San Francisco; Ambrose Bierce, harsh critic of Wilde; and Daniel 
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Indeed, the excess of sunflowers filling the image—some held in hand, others 
fashioned into hats and affixed to jackets—speak to the widespread reach both of 
Wilde’s influence, and of the broader market for the decorative, in which Tiffany was 
also a key participant.  
Tiffany’s high-profile decorating firm, the Associated Artists, landed a major 
commission when the American writer Mark Twain redecorated his Hartford home in 
1881, making it a showpiece of his rising class status and expressive opulence. When 
Tiffany finished the project, the lavishly appointed residence was dripping with 
sumptuous colors, patterns, and textures, filled with artifacts and bric-a-brac from all 
over the world. The overconsumption and display of worldly wares was a defining 
feature both of Tiffany’s interior design aesthetic and of being a cosmopolitan in the 
Gilded Age.43 To cater to his clients’ taste for eclecticism, Tiffany customarily worked 
in and intermixed a range of globally inspired styles, constantly negotiating the line 
between decorative harmony and disorder.44 Twain’s house, for example, was a 
                                                                                                                                        
O’Connell, writer and actor who co-founded the Bohemian Club known for celebrating 
Wilde. The padlock around the donkey’s neck displays the image of Charles E. 
Locke—Wilde’s California promoter and the manager of the Bush St. Theater, where 
Wilde lectured while in town. See John Cooper, “Oscar Wilde in America,” 
http://www.oscarwildeinamerica.org/features/the-modern-messiah.html. 
 
43 Neil Harris discusses the social function of Tiffany’s excessive luxury and display. 
See Harris, “Louis Comfort Tiffany: The Search for Influence,” in Masterworks of 
Louis Comfort Tiffany, ed. Alastair Duncan (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1989): 
13-48. Also see Sarah Burns, “The Price of Beauty: Art, Commerce, and the Late 
Nineteenth-Century Studio Interior,” in American Icolonogy, ed. David C. Miller (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1993): 208-238. For more on the opulence of the period 
in general see Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study 
in the Evolution of Institutions (New York: Macmillan, 1899).  
 
44 Featured in the lavish volume Artistic Houses, the drawing-room of Tiffany’s own 
home in New York typified the excess of the period. The writer notes that “the 
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mishmash of Islamic and Asian elements in the entrance hall, East Indian patterns 
stenciled in the drawing room, floral embossed wallpaper and Japanese motifs in the 
dining room, a Scottish mantelpiece in the library, and an elaborately carved Venetian 
bed dominating the master bedroom (figs. 70-72). At times, critics felt Tiffany had 
gone too far, disagreeing with his “raw juxtaposition of several different styles,” which 
could have a jarring effect when crowded into a single space.45  
While the final result of Tiffany’s interior design projects could prove to be 
over-stimulating, if not chaotic, the decorative process itself also threatened one’s 
industrious productivity. Even before Tiffany’s design overhaul of Twain’s Hartford 
mansion, the writer was constantly decorating and rearranging his home, to his own 
financial detriment. Throughout various renovations between 1874 and 1881, Twain 
complained of his inability of write amid the chaotic decorating process. In a letter to 
William Dean Howells, editor of the Atlantic Monthly, he wrote, “I have one or two 
things in my head that might do for the January number, perhaps, but the trouble is I 
can’t hope to get them out while the house is still full of carpenters. So we’ll give it 
up.” His letter continues, “These carpenters are here for time & eternity; I am satisfied 
                                                                                                                                        
Moorish feeling has received a dash of East Indian,” “wall-papers and ceiling papers 
are Japanese.” See David James King, Artistic Houses: being a series of interior views 
of a number of the most beautiful and celebrated homes in the United States: with a 
description of the art treasures contained therein (New York: Printed for the 
subscribers by D. Appleton and Company, 1883): 14. Also see Mary Gay Humphreys, 
“Bits in the Tiffany House,” The Art Amateur, Vol. 16, No. 2 (January 1887): 40, 42. 
 
45 Responding critically to Tiffany’s designs in the subscription of Artistic Homes one 
writer, for example, expressed, “It is perfectly proper for a modern decorator to 
reproduce any particular style, into which are blended modifications that will express 
the temperament and spirit of modern life…But when a decorator attempts to decorate 
an interior with a raw juxtaposition of several different styles, it is then that we must 
disagree with him.” See “Artistic American Homes,” The Decorator and Furnisher, 
Vol. 23, No. 4 (January 1894): 128-129.  
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of that. I kill them when I get opportunities, but the builder goes & gets more. So I 
have retired from the literary field & shall contemplate & curse carpenters henceforth 
& try to subsist on it.”46 Still exasperated several weeks later, he wrote, “We are in 
such a state of weary and endless confusion that my head won’t go.”47  
When, in 1881, Tiffany’s firm commenced their redesign, the chaos ensued. 
Twain wrote to his friend, the author Charles Warren Stoddard in the Sandwich 
Islands, “The house is full of carpenters and decorators; whereas, what we really need 
here, is an incendiary. If the house would only burn down, we would pack up the cubs 
and fly to the isles of the blest, and shut ourselves up in the healing solitudes of the 
crater of Haleakala and get a good rest; for the mails do not intrude there,” he added, 
“nor yet the telephone and the telegraph,” aligning these communications with the 
distracting and intrusive process of his décor.”48  
                                                
46 Next to the word, “carpenters,” was the crossed-out word “devils.” Mark Twain to 
William Dean Howells, October 3, 1874. Cited in Mark Twain’s Letters Vol. 6, Eds. 
Michael B. Frank and Harriet Elinor Smith (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2002): 247. 
 
47 Mark Twain to William Dean Howells, in Boston, October 24, 1874. Cited in Mark 
Twain’s Letters Vol. 6: 229. 
 
48 Mark Twain to Charles Warren Stoddard, in the Sandwich Islands, October 26, 1881. 
Cited in Mark Twain’s Letters Vol. 1, ed. Albert Bigelow Paine (New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1917): 404-405. Twain often boasted that he was the first person in the world 
to have a telephone line in a private house, installed in 1877 (one year after its 
introduction at the Centennial Fair). He had an antagonistic relationship with the 
technology, even expressing his frustrations in a Christmas card to Alexander Graham 
Bell’s father-in-law, in which Twain blames the inventor for the inability to “dictate a 
20-word message intelligibly…without devoting a week’s time to it,” complaining that 
“if you try to curse through the telephone, they shut you off.” Letter from Mark Twain 
to Gardiner Greene Hubbard. December 27, 1890. Library of Congress, The 
Alexander Graham Bell Family Papers (Series: Family Papers, Folder: Gardiner 
Greene Hubbard, General Correspondence, Samuel L. Clemens, 1890). He captured the 




EPISTOLARY TOOLS AND THE URBAN EMBELLISHMENT OF THE 
“WIRE AGE”  
 
Tiffany’s “Etched Metal and Glass” desk set is part of this world of decorative 
expressivity and excess. Through his proliferation of elaborately ornamented desk 
articles, the designer’s participation in the mass-market for the decorative at the turn of 
the century was in many ways an extension of his more elite Gilded Age design 
practice. But the desk set recast decorative expressivity as an end in itself toward the 
practical and focused task of communication, of organizing one’s thoughts, wrapping 
them up in an envelope, and sending them out into the world where they would be 
received by their designated receiver. Such missives typically stimulated an extended 
chain of conversation as sender and receiver traded positions to keep the line going. As 
tools for communication and interconnection, the web-like formal flourishes of 
overlapping and intersecting grapevines and pine boughs of Tiffany’s desk items 
visualize the networked paths of correspondence that they facilitated. (That the term 
“grapevine” was slang for a communication network that operated by word of mouth 
seems relevant.) The act of sending and receiving a letter prompted both consideration 
of and participation in its transit through space. Newspapers and popular journals 
throughout the mid to late-nineteenth century exposed readers with great frequency to 
maps and descriptions of the modern communication systems that rapidly spread across 
                                                                                                                                        
Atlantic Monthly 45, no. 272 (June 1880): 841-43. Also see John Brooks, “The First 
and Only Century of Telephone Literature,” in The Social Impact of the Telephone, ed. 
Ithiel de Sola Pool (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1977), 208-24, 210. Twain’s satire 
demonstrates that the telephone “contributed to the modern derangement of dialogue 
by splitting conversation into two halves that meet only in the cyberspace of the wires.” 
See John Durham Peters, Speaking Into the Air, 199. 
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the continent, including the infrastructures and technologies that supported them. These 
communication channels included not only the railroad tracks and pneumatic tubes that 
physically carried the post, but also the complex system of telegraph cables and 
telephone lines which accompanied them. Indeed, the “postal age” was also a period of 
increasing accessibility of telecommunication networks like AT&T, with epistolary 
and electronic communication practices becoming integrated in both business and 
domestic environments.  
As service expanded, so too did the infrastructure upon which it depended. And 
as that infrastructure expanded, it began to overtake the visual landscape, filling the sky 
with wooden poles lined with thousands of miles of wire, whose unruly arrangement 
evoked the patterns of line and decorative embellishment that had worried Americans 
in literary and design contexts. “We live in the wire age of the world’s history,” 
declared an 1880 article featured in Scientific American, “and a most interesting and 
wonderful epoch it is…In the years to come the whole country will be covered with 
them.”49 By the 1880s and 90s, one could not go outside without confronting the 
overwhelming invasion of electric wires blanketing the streets across the country, 
including the avenues of New York City, where Tiffany lived and worked. An image 
published in an 1889 issue of Harper’s Weekly (fig. 73) shows readers the immensity 
of the “disorderly wires on Lower Broadway,” with lines for the telegraph on the left 
and lines for the telephone on the right, “each carrying about 800 wires.” Beneath each 
                                                
49 “The Wire Age,” Scientific American, Vol. XLII, No. 13 (March 27, 1880): 197. 
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of these are lines for electric lighting. Also in this scene are lines for the “fire-alarm, 
burglar-alarm, police, stock ‘ticker’, postal-telegraph and private wires in confusion.”50  
The straight lines and frenzied, angular webbing of the desk set’s “pine needle” 
variation in particular, evokes something of this newly wired world (fig. 74). Its 
needles not only resemble the tangle of electric wires running through the city. They 
are also distinctly arranged as a network of links converging into clusters of hubs, 
covering the entire surface of every object they adorn. As Tiffany’s ornamentation 
carried associations of cosmopolitanism and interconnection within a larger system, so 
too did the influx of wires stretching from building to building above the city streets. 
Indeed, the more wires one saw, the more businesses and individuals were subscribed 
to the system. Yet, unlike the potential for decorative chaos in Tiffany’s design, the 
growing infrastructure came with its own set of complications; beyond its disorder, it 
became hazardous, and even deadly.  
Inclement weather wreaked havoc on the wires. Most damaging was the 
blizzard of 1888, in which high winds and four-feet of snow downed thousands of 
miles of telephones wires in New York City and the Northeast region (fig. 75). 
Furthermore, the mix of wires overhead resulted in countless injuries, and even deaths. 
Low-voltage telephone wires that crossed with any number of other high-voltage 
electric lines could electrocute anyone who came into contact with the wire, or even a 
                                                
50 Schuyler S. Wheeler, “Electric Lighting in New York,” Harper’s Weekly (July 27, 
1889): 603. Also see Herbert Laws Webb, “The Telephone in New York,” Harper’s 
Weekly (October 3, 1891): 749-752. 
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telephone to which it was connected. News stories recounted gruesome accidents in the 
streets, as well as the lawsuits that followed.51  
By the early 1890s the wires had become completely unwieldy, prompting 
citywide mandates around the country requiring operating companies to bury them 
underground.52 This was, however, a technically challenging and costly endeavor for 
the telephone companies, whose resistance was met with scores of caricatures in 
popular journals. “Discovered! Judge’s appliance for the prevention of accidents by 
electric wires” ran the caption of an 1889 cartoon featured in Judge (fig. 76), depicting 
a city draped in frayed wires, dangling from electric poles and falling to the 
sidewalks.53 The cartoonist lampoons the telephone companies for their initial refusal 
to safely bury the wires by proposing a ridiculous alternative. About the streets people 
and their pets wear “Judge’s Pat. Non-Conductor Rubber Suits,” a man carries a 
“Judge’s Pat. Cane Cover,” a policeman holds a “Judge’s Pat. Rubber Club,” and 
passengers ride with “Judge’s Pat. Safty [sic] Cab. Co.”  
A caricature by Nast captioned “What the Telegraph Companies Will Do Next” 
even portrays the wires entering the home (fig. 77). Without enough space above the 
city streets for the growing number of wires, the illustration envisions them disrupting 
                                                
51 See Richard R. John, Network Nation: Inventing American Telecommunications 
(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2010): 226. For dangers 
to the linemen specifically, see, for example, “The Lineman,” Harper’s Weekly 
(February 13, 1897): 164. 
 
52 “Putting the Wires Underground,” Harpers Weekly (December 10, 1887): 899; “The 
Telephone Wires Cannot Be Sunk,” Electrical Review 4 (March 6, 1884): 6. Also see 
John, Network Nation, 225. 
 
53 Grant E. Hamilton, “Discovered! Judge’s appliance for the prevention of accidents 
by electric wires,” Judge (December 21, 1889). Also see “A Peep Into the Future,” 
Judge 11 (October 30, 1886), 16. 
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the domestic interior as they weave in and out of the subscribers’ windows.54 In this 
internalization of the communication infrastructure, Nast casts the wires in his formal 
patterning of the house decoration, seen in the tightly rendered parallel lines running 
perpendicular to the wires along the ceiling, and in the cross-hatched lines covering the 
walls and continuing down onto the floor. As if an invasive overgrowth, they encroach 
upon the vaguely floral curvilinear pattern of the carpet. The entire room is enmeshed. 
By bringing the wires into the domestic space in this way, Nast prompts the viewer to 
consider the intermingling—and perhaps the overtake—of the communication 
infrastructure with the interior decoration of the occupants’ home.  
Tiffany’s “Etched Metal and Glass” desk set performs a related operation, 
drawing the embellishment of the networked world on the streets into the interior. 
Indeed, it is structured according to the pervasive tension, picked up by Nast and 
others, between the aesthetic interior and the technologized exterior. Tiffany’s linear, 
networked design amounts to a formalization of modern communication 
infrastructures. By calling on the technological forms of the newly wired world, it 
shows how these interior and exterior spaces were connected, or even confused during 
the period. Although Tiffany’s desk set fits within a Wildean conception of the 
decorative, in so many ways it also epitomizes the efficiency typically presented as the 
“solution” to the overwrought-ness of Gilded Age decorative expressivity. 
                                                
54 “What the Telegraph Companies Will Do Next,” Harper’s Weekly (January 9, 1886), 
32. The telephone in particular, as Caroline Marvin notes, “was the first electric 
medium to enter the home and unsettle customary ways of dividing the private person 
and family from the more public setting of the community.” See Marvin, When Old 
Technologies Were New, 6. It evoked many anxieties, startling residents with its shrill 
ring, allowing unfamiliar voices into the home, and forcing uninvited interactions while 






Despite prevailing notions of the opulent aesthetic interior of the period as a 
space of retreat, self-indulgence, and even exile from modern life, the cultivation of a 
decorated space—such as Mark Twain’s house—signaled the occupant’s incorporation 
within a social network, and drew upon skills and attributes associated with success.55 
Indeed, at once a mishmash of seemingly incongruous styles, Twain’s over-decorated 
home, outfitted and wired with the newest communication technologies, ultimately 
operated as an advertisement for his rich imagination and success as a prolific 
American writer, displaying his status as a sophisticated cosmopolitan living among 
New England’s literary elite in his Hartford neighborhood.  
In her scholarship on the networked function of Aesthetic painting and interiors 
during this period, Melody Deusner highlights the entanglements between industry and 
the aesthetic. The visually unified home of the corporate businessman, Deusner argues, 
was intrinsically connected to the business management and networking he 
conducted.56 Detailed in the outpouring of business and success manuals of the period, 
                                                
55 For scholarship on Aestheticism as a form of retreat, see, for example, Kathleen 
Pyne, Art and the Higher Life: Painting and Evolutionary Thought in Late Nineteenth-
Century America (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996). Sarah Burns also writes on 
“Painting as Rest Cure” in Inventing the Modern Artist, 120-156. Melody Deusner, 
however, argues that “too much emphasis on escapism can lead us to ignore the very 
real and significant instances in which these artworks became the nodes through which 
nominally opposed spheres of life—office and home, work and leisure, corporation and 
culture—overlapped and intertwined.” See Deusner, “A Network of Associations: 
Aesthetic Painting and Its Patrons, 1870-1914” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of 
Delaware, 2010): 244-245. 
 
56 See Deusner, “A Network of Associations,” 2010, especially chapter four, 
“Aestheticism and the American Business,” 239-315.  
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the most essential skills and attributes of executive management included “the ability 
to sense the importance of details,” “a mind that will quickly and almost automatically 
classify these details into orderly, systematic groups,” and “the ability to maintain a 
happy, harmonious spirit throughout the organization.”57 Likewise, the creation of a 
harmonious decorative interior required the selection and arrangement of many 
individual elements in relation to one another. Since the aesthetic interior and the 
harmonious business both demanded the same incisive decision-making, organization, 
and management skills, the development and maintenance of a unified visual system 
was a testament to the occupant’s business acumen and success.58 
Tiffany valued these ideals both in his design philosophy and in his business 
enterprise. Tiffany Studios was a complex organization and followed the corporate 
factory model, effectively fusing art and industry.59 Tiffany was the company’s art 
                                                                                                                                        
 
57 J. William Schulze, B.C.S., C.P.A., The American Office: Its Organization, 
Management and Records (New York: Key Publishing Company, 1913): 19-20. Other 
examples of this rhetoric can be found in, Geoffrey S. Childs, Edwin J. Clapp, and 
Bernard Lichtenberg, Office Management (New York: Alexander Hamilton Institute, 
1919); and How to Manage an Office: Making Conditions Right for Fast Work—
Showing Workers How and Getting Them Interested—Approved Plans for Handling 
Letters, Orders, Files, Lists and Supplies—Expense Cutting—Duties, Schedules and 
Desk Methods of Managers (New York: A. W. Shaw Company, 1914). For more on 
the impact and influence of corporate management skills on other aspects of American 
culture during this period see Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America: 
Culture and Society in the Gilded Age (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982). 
 
58 See Duesner, “A Network of Association,” 241-242; and on harmony in business and 
in Aesthetic painting and decoration, 272-274. 
 
59 Always pointing to Tiffany’s industrialization of the arts, critics from the period 
writing about Tiffany Studios described the designer’s economization of labor and his 
aims toward profitability. For example, Cecilia Waern observed, “[H]andiwork reigns 
supreme…It is handiwork on a large scale, however, skillfully organised…Their aim is 
to sell, to persuade, not to elevate or instruct; there is also a tendency to simplify the 
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director and president of a board of executive directors. He personally hired, trained, 
and supervised designers, who each managed a team of skilled artisans in the various 
art departments. From glass-cutting and ceramics, to lamps and enamelwork, Tiffany’s 
creative vision was applied broadly throughout the company, uniting works produced 
across a wide range of artistic media.60 In an address on “The Quest of Beauty” given 
by Tiffany in 1916 the designer declared, “I have always striven to fix beauty in wood 
or stone or glass or pottery, in oil or watercolour, by using whatever seemed fittest for 
the expression of beauty.”61 While many of these media lent themselves to unique 
hand-made objects, Tiffany implemented factory techniques to place serialized 
versions of such objects within the reach of the many. Indeed, the art dealer and 
champion of Art Nouveau Siegfried Bing encouraged Tiffany to embrace machinery 
and mass production in his business, commending Tiffany Studios as “a great art 
                                                                                                                                        
labour expended, as far as possible, with a view to reducing the cost of production.” 
See Waern, “Industrial Arts of America: The Tiffany Glass and Decorative Co.,” The 
International Studio 2 (July-October 1897): 156-165. For more on Tiffany’s factory 
system and the industrial arts, see Martin Eidelberg, Nina Gray, and Margaret K. Hofer, 
A New Light on Tiffany: Clara Driscoll and the Tiffany Girls, ex. cat., The New-York 
Historical Society, February 23-July 22, 2007 (New York: D. Giles Limited, 2007): 93; 
and Duncan, Louis Comfort Tiffany, especially chapter three on “The Industrial Arts,” 
81.  
 
60 Much has been revealed about the company’s structure in more recent years through 
the letters of designer and head of the Women’s Glass Cutting department Clara 
Driscoll, which are held in the Kelso House Collections and Archives at Kent State 
University and the Queens Historical Society. Also see Eidelberg, Gray, and Hofer, A 
New Light on Tiffany, 92-93, 117-124; Duncan, Louis Comfort Tiffany, 83-84; and 
Robert Koch, Louis C. Tiffany’s Glass, Bronzes, Lamps: A Collector’s Guide (New 
York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1971), especially “An Interview with Jimmy Stewart, 
Tiffany Gaffer,” 62-73, and chapter seven on “Desk Sets, Candlesticks, and 
Accessories,” 84-116.  
 
61 Louis Comfort Tiffany, “Art: The Quest of Beauty,” The Lotus Magazine, Vol. 7, No. 
6 (March 1916): 285-286. 
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industry, a vast establishment combining under the same roof an army of all kinds 
united by a common current of ideas.”62 
Key to the expansion of Tiffany Studios and the success of Tiffany’s mission 
was the push toward mass-producing smaller articles like the desktop accessories. The 
designer and head of the Women’s Glass Cutting Department Clara Driscoll was in 
many ways responsible for the eventual outpouring of desk sets. She and her team of 
artisans, known as the “Tiffany Girls,” created some of the first inkstands, pen trays, 
and other “cheap novelties,” as she described them, implementing the same leaded 
glass and metal materials used in their production of larger, more labor-intensive 
objects such as lamps.63 In a letter to her family, Driscoll described the pressures she 
felt from the company’s directors to create commercially successful designs. “I have to 
consider the cost of production at every step,” she noted.64 Made with the intention of 
bringing affordable beauty to a broader middle-class consumer base, the impetus of 
their creation came out of the company’s push toward efficiency.65  
When the metal foundry opened in Corona, Tiffany and his metalworking 
manager Alvin Tuck saw an opportunity to make cohesive desk sets on a mass scale 
                                                
62 Bing writing to Tiffany in 1896, cited in Duncan, Louis Comfort Tiffany, 82. 
 
63 See Eidelberg, Gray and Hofer, A New Light on Tiffany, 70-74. 
 
64 Ibid., 89. 
 
65 See John Loring, Louis Comfort Tiffany at Tiffany & Co. (New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, 2002), especially “Tiffany Desk and Table: Affordable Symbols of Status and 
Taste,” 179-213. Driscoll’s letters reveal the pressure placed upon her by upper 
management, or “the Powers that be,” as she called them, to cut production costs as 
much as possible by focusing on smaller, less expensive objects. See Eidelberg, Gray 
and Hofer, A New Light on Tiffany, 122-124.   
 
 160 
using leftover materials from larger items. The initial manufacture of serialized desk 
sets stemmed from the use of excess bronze from lamp-base pours, just as Tiffany’s 
lampshades had initially been made from leftover window glass. Indeed, Tiffany said 
of his company’s diverse output that, “an industry pushed so far ought to strive to 
lower the annual deficit by the utilization of byproducts, just like any other.”66 
Just as materials were conserved, so was labor. Production at Tiffany’s factories 
occurred in an assembly-line fashion.67 Metal sheeting was acid-etched by foundry 
workers into the grapevine and pine needle patterns. For letter racks and objects made 
up of flat panels, panes of striated slag glass were cut into prefabricated pieces and 
placed between two etched metal sheets. Glass was secured in place by metal edge 
closures with U-shaped channels, which were soldered to the etched metal. For box-
shaped items with flat sides, interior glass was exposed, interlocked into place without 
the use of metal tabs and backing. For pen wipes and other rounded items, glass was 
formed into half-cylinder pieces joined together and secured by the etched-metal 
sheets. In some cases glass was blown into place, using the filigreed metal as a mold. 
While the earliest models of the “Etched Metal and Glass” desk set have a bead-chain 
                                                
66 Quoted in Kemeny and Miller, Tiffany Desk Treasures, 13. For more on salvaged 
materials Tiffany Desk Treasures, 19. In his biographical text, Robert Koch notes that, 
“Tiffany did not consider himself wasteful or extravagant. He felt that what he did with 
his wealth brought pleasure and understanding to others. He paid his own way and 
abhorred debt. He accumulated a fortune, very little of which came from his father’s 
business, except for what he drew as vice-president of the firm. Tiffany Studios was his 
own enterprise; he ran it with efficiency and insisted on absolute punctuality. He made 
a point of visiting each department at least once a week, and was in on the initiation 
and completion of every important job for many years.” See Koch, Louis C. Tiffany: 
Rebel in Glass, 148. 
 
67 Alastair Duncan discusses the “assembly-line form of production” of the Corona 
lamp department specifically in Duncan, Louis Comfort Tiffany, 110. 
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edging, this detail was later removed, likely to cut production time and cost.68 The 
standardized assembly techniques and low-cost, prefabricated materials made it 
possible to create a high volume and assortment of hand-crafted objects quickly and 
inexpensively. Their manufacture was dependent upon a coordinated system in which 
different workers contributed to individual facets of the job. As products of this 
networked factory production, Tiffany’s desk items embodied Progressive Era values 
of efficiency essential to the advancement of every modern business. Indeed countless 
business efficiency manuals from the period discuss ways in which companies could 
eliminate waste and increase productivity.69 
 Through not only their production process but, even more crucially their 
implementation, Tiffany’s “Etched Metal and Glass” desk items articulated the 
networked world of business and commerce.70  Put to use in a business setting, they 
                                                
68 See Kemeny and Miller, Tiffany Desk Treasures, especially chapter two, “The Desk 
Sets,” 19-28. 
 
69 See, for example, The Efficiency Magazine (New York: International Office 
Equipment Bourse, 1911-16). Also see Frederick Winslow Taylor, Principles of 
Scientific Management (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1911). For more on the role of 
middle management during these years of corporate expansion see Alfred Chandler 
The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press: 1977). Describing the processes of organization applied to 
the early twentieth-century office, typical of the division of labor already used in 
factories, Adrian Forty notes, “clerks were divided into departments, each of which 
carried out one stage of the work process.” Forty continues, “With departments 
connected only by the flow of work, the American office of [this period] came to 
resemble a factory, at least in its organization. The clerical worker, instead of being the 
equivalent of a craftsman, with responsibility for the whole of a transaction, lost this 
control over his work, and became no more than a process worker.” See Forty, Objects 
of Desire, 122. 
 
70 Applying this concept of the successfully integrated business to the domestic space, 
Deusner further discusses how the soft, ethereal paintings that often filled harmonious 
Aesthetic interiors embodied the “networked mentality” of the patrons who 
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would have perfectly complemented the typical office of the executive manager of the 
period, for his was a space that blurred the boundaries between professional and 
domestic environments, set apart from the main office floor. While scores of office 
efficiency manuals promoted the streamlining of the workspace to optimize 
employees’ productivity—including its layout, its furniture, and its equipment—the 
design of the manager’s private office was also vital to the success of the business. As 
one writer put it, “The private office is the heart of every business. There the plans are 
made—there the energy is directed—there the company’s progress is envisioned. It is 
essential that such an office be surrounded by walls that furnish the right environment 
for clear thinking.”71 Published in an 1888 issue of The Office, a periodical on office 
efficiency, is an illustration of the private office at Merchant and Company in 
Philadelphia, an executive suite situated along the entire front of the building (fig. 78). 
Designed to resemble a library in a private dwelling, the space is adorned with wood-
paneled walls, a hand-blown glass and wrought-iron light fixture, a Turkish rug, a fire 
blazing in a luxuriously tiled hearth, upholstered furniture, and a spacious flattop desk, 
upon which sits a desk set, including an inkstand, pen tray, and magnifying glass. This 
space might as well have been designed by Tiffany himself.72 
                                                                                                                                        
commissioned them—predominantly members of the political and corporate elite, who 
circulated in a highly interconnected network of associations and social clubs. See 
Deusner, “A Network of Associations,” 51, 290-291.  
 
71 Norwood, White Company, Environment, An Aid to Clear Thinking (Boston: 1920): 
3. Cited in Page Talbott, “The Office in the 19th Century,” in Wooton Patent Desks: A 
Place for Everything and Everything in Its Place (Indianapolis: Indiana State Museum, 
1983): 29. 
 
72 See The Office 4 (February 1888), 32-33. Cited in Talbott, “The Office in the 19th 
Century,” 29-30. 
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Also pictured is a floor plan for the company’s offices, meant to exemplify the 
well-organized and orderly workspace of the late-nineteenth century (fig. 79). The 
ideal manager should, as one manual states, “study the office as a channel for the 
transmission of work.”73 The office floor plan displays individual departments arranged 
in separate work zones. Each department is in close and sequential proximity to the 
others with which it works, an organizational model meant eliminate the wasted time 
and distraction of crisscrossing the office multiple times a day. Furthermore, the work 
produced according to this layout follows a forward progression through the physical 
office space. It moves through a system made up of separate parts, arranged in the 
order of the work as it is to be completed, thus creating the most efficient flow of work 
as possible.74 
 Such prescriptive texts, while promoting the efficient organization of an open 
floor plan, recognized the importance of peace and quiet to a business executive’s 
clarity of mind in his visionary role at the head of the company, removed from the 
labor he oversees—the “clicking of typewriters, the banging of filing drawers, and the 
moving about of clerks.”75 Situated in such an office, Tiffany’s “Etched Metal and 
Glass” desk set is a visual iteration of management and organization the executive 
manager promoted throughout the business beyond his office door. Arranged upon his 
                                                                                                                                        
 
73 How to Manage an Office, 8. 
 
74 See, for example, Schulze The American Office, 85-99. Chapter one of How to 
Manage and Office, “Laying Out the Work on Straight Lines,” discusses a similar 
strategy. 
 
75 Norwood, White Company, Environment, 3. 
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desk, these organizational tools (and the networked pattern they display) break the task 
of writing into many fragmented parts, while promoting the efficient flow of labor 
from start to finish. They operate as a microcosm of the office labor he oversees, yet 
they position him as the sole producer, reinforcing his position as the organizational 
visionary at the top. The desk set functions in this way, while lending itself to 
aesthetically coordinate with the home-like environment deemed so necessary to the 
businessman’s ‘clarity of mind’. In his manual on letter writing, J. Willis Westlake 
emphasizes the importance of this sort of comfortable environment in facilitating a 
proper incubation period for ideas and the organization of thoughts. “Letters are written 
when the mind is as it were in a dressing gown and slippers—free, natural, active, 
perfectly at home and with all the fountains of fancy, wit, and sentiment in full play.”76  
 While the private office provided the most suitable environment for harmonious 
organizational thinking, however, it was important for the manager to be accessible 
both to his employees and to customers at all times. Describing the private office of F. 
W. Gardner, the Western Manager of the Michigan Stove Company, an 1886 manual 
notes a “special feature” of his office equipment: “a key-board on the desk, by which 
Mr. Gardner is able to communicate with twenty-one men, in different parts of the 
building….In addition to the electric bells, there is at the side of Mr. Gardner’s desk an 
acoustic telephone communicating with the shipping office.”77 Manuals reinforced the 
importance of being connected and fostering relationships with others outside of the 
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company as well. J. William Schulze in The American Office instructs the manager to 
become “a member of a board of trade, an educational society, a university club or 
some other association where he meets modern business men and exchanges ideas with 
them.” Schulze continues, “Progress is too often impeded because of the failure to go 
beyond the four walls of a business for ideas and new points of view,” impressing the 
necessity for the businessman to look outward.78 By aestheticizing and domesticating 
these technological infrastructures, the ornamentation of Tiffany’s desk set is in direct 




ORNAMENT’S EXPANSIVE, NETWORKED CONDITION 
 
Indeed by the late-nineteenth century, “the decorative,” broadly speaking, had 
become synonymous with an aesthetic of dispersal and integration. Ornament’s new 
expansive, networked condition stemmed from an ever-growing eclecticism in 
design—a concept describing the all-embracing communion of visual forms (what we 
associate with the “global” today). New encounters with disparate styles, which were 
placed in direct dialogue with one another at venues such as the World’s Fairs, 
spawned a variety of fusions, leading to “ornament’s unwieldy sense of infinitude.”79 
With the intermingling of ornamental styles from a wide array of historical periods and 
cultures, objects took on new hybrid forms that were difficult to identify. Theorizing 
the sudden phenomenon of eclecticism and its “bursting [of] the bonds of tradition,” a 
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critic in 1881 wrote, “The facilities of traveling, the reproductive sciences, art reviews, 
etc., have bared the arcane of art. We have the whole world to choose from. To design 
in the Byzantine, Arabian, Renaissance or Gothic style…we have but to turn to the 
bookcase, the gallery, or the portfolio. We have too much to choose from to 
emancipate ourselves entirely from eclecticism.’’80 This eclectic amalgamation of 
historical fragments produced a sense of chaos and confusion among contemporaries, 
as demonstrated by critical responses to Tiffany’s interior designs (Twain’s eclectic 
mansion is a prime example).  
In response to this perceived “illegibility,” an impulse emerged in Western 
architecture and design to systematize and give sense to the new forms materializing in 
the decorative arts.81 Grammars of ornament were published widely in both Europe and 
the United States throughout the second half of the century, which sought to identify in 
all ornamental forms a series of universal laws of expression that transcended time and 
place. “Even when the word ‘grammar’ itself was not used in their titles,” the art 
historian Rémi Labrusse has noted, “they were repeatedly developing a linguistic 
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81 See Rémi Labrusse, “Grammars of Ornament: Dematerialization and Embodiment 
from Owen Jones to Paul Klee,” in Histories of Ornament: Global to Local, ed. Gülru 
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approach to ornamental forms, which obviously echoed broader cultural needs and 
fears.”82  
Demonstrating widespread efforts of this linguistic impulse to untangle and 
translate ornament’s infinite combination of expressions, D. R. Hay insisted in The 
Interior Decorator (1867) that the decorative arts “must be systematized, and elements 
of their various modes of combinations thoroughly understood, so that [their] 
beauty…could be comprehended by the generality of mankind as easily as a written 
language.”83 A central figure in the production of eclectic design, Tiffany certainly 
prompted many of the systematic texts on ornament published during the period 
through his high-profile interiors of the 1870s and 80s.84 In fact Tiffany Studios created 
more than twenty other desk set patterns around the turn of the century, which were—
often explicitly—adapted from a range of global styles. Individual patterns were named 
for an entire culture, country, or era—including the “Venetian,” “Byzantine,” and 
“Louis XVI”—suggesting that each was meant to evoke an imagined synthesis of 
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historical times and places, rather than a direct copy of a singular style (fig. 80). While 
Tiffany was a key proponent of eclecticism, he, at times, seems to have also been 
affected by the drive to systematize and convey the underlying grammar of his own 
eclectic ornament. 
The designer indeed consulted such texts on systems of global ornament 
throughout his career. In his personal library, for instance, was the canonical treatise 
entitled The Grammar of Ornament by the British architect and designer Owen Jones, 
first published in 1856.85 This widely influential text theorized decorative styles from 
different cultures and historical moments around the globe as individual expressions of 
a universal linguistic system rooted in “the laws which regulate the distribution of form 
in nature.”86  The first nineteen chapters were each dedicated to a different style of 
ornament—including “Egyptian,” “Greek,” “Indian,” and “Celtic,”—with the goal of 
demonstrating the “innumerable and ever-varying” manifestations of only a few 
general laws. Jones’s text warned students of design against merely copying ornament 
of the past, but rather instructed readers to look to historical styles for inspiration in 
creating new forms that met the modern industrial needs of the day—“to search out the 
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thoughts which have been expressed in so many different languages,” in order to “find 
an ever-gushing fountain in place of a half-filled stagnant reservoir.”87  
In keeping with Jones’s advice, Tiffany’s marketing material for his desk sets 
helped to spell out each pattern’s underlying structure, answering to the broader 
cultural concerns about ornament’s legibility. Describing to consumers the multiple 
inspirations for the “Chinese” desk set, for example, the Tiffany Studios trade 
catalogue reads, “The Ancient Symbolism of China is quaintly expressed…The 
Modern Art has adapted the motifs found in the bronzes of the Chou dynasty, 
incorporating many of the Antique forms and symbols.” Demonstrating Tiffany’s aim 
to improve upon iconic forms from the past, the desk set designed to evoke the “Ninth 
Century” introduced small animals as “design substitutes for the Ninth Century 
grotesque forms which are usually puzzling and unattractive.”88 And highlighting the 
cultural hybridity found in the “Venetian” desk set’s “fields of richly chased 
ornament,” the trade catalogue reveals that, while the “style of decoration [was] used 
extensively in the XVI Century by Venetian craftsmen,” the material “gives the rich 
effect found in East Indian metal work.”89 In attempting to deconstruct these 
hybridized adaptations and cross-cultural fusions, Tiffany’s trade literature aimed to 
teach consumers how to read them.  
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As modern connective devices used for building and maintaining relationships 
at a distance, it is fitting that Tiffany’s desk sets would adapt and infuse disparate 
ornamental forms, reflecting the globally interconnected state of his day. The linear 
entanglements of his “Etched Metal and Glass” desk set operate according to these 
networked terms of expansion and interconnection as well—terms outlined very clearly 
in the twentieth (and final) chapter of Jones’s Grammar, “The Leaves and Flowers 
From Nature.” Illustrated with plates of the natural forms best suited to stimulate an 
awakening in modern design (fig. 81), it promoted the importance of “engrafting on the 
experience of the past the knowledge we may obtain by a return to Nature for fresh 
inspiration.”90 Of great inspiration to Tiffany, this chapter placed special emphasis on 
the spread and germination of plant-forms.91 Nature, for Jones and for Tiffany, was the 
root of all the world’s ornament, with it’s universal laws of growth found in the 
distribution of lines—whether in the veins spread across the surface of a single leaf, or 
in an assemblage of leaves connected to one another by vines and stems. When applied 
properly, ornamentation evoked such natural laws while remaining intrinsic to the 
thing it adorned—a “growth” rather than a “superficial application.”92 Readers of 
Jones’s text were encouraged, for instance, to borrow from “the radiation [of vines] 
from the parent stem, the tangential curvatures of lines, or the even distribution of the 
surface decoration” seen in the “leaves of the vine or the ivy,” as Jones wrote, elements 
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which are expressed in the proliferating grapevines and pine needles of Tiffany’s 
“Etched Metal and Glass” desk articles.93  
Views about ornament’s expansive, networked condition, and its connection 
with language and expression, persisted in later writings on the subject, which 
variously described ornament as an object’s individual form of communication 
“comparable with the human voice, the glance of the eye, the touch of the hand.”94 A 
1902 essay from the design magazine The Craftsman entitled “The Influence of 
Material Things” pushed this logic even further, asserting that properly adorned objects 
have a superior capacity for expression than “beings who are endowed with the power 
of motion, thought, and speech.”95 Such objects could impart a more nuanced, 
heightened sense of communication to their beholders. The article continues, “Human 
speech has ceased to be regarded as the most perfect existing medium for the 
conveyance of thought. The arts stand above it…because they are capable of finer, 
more variable shades of meaning than can be expressed by firmly fixed conventional 
words…Words are forgotten in their rapid succession. They are little and light when 
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compared with the all-embracing atmosphere-like quality of the means of thought-
transmission which can be established by the arts.”96  
Following this logic, it is not difficult to imagine Tiffany’s embellished 
decorative desk set inspiring expression from the beholder, who activated these objects 
by crafting a letter. By communicating with these tools, the user’s words would be 
infused with the desk set’s “all-embracing atmosphere-like quality.” Illuminated glass 
engages the senses, evoking the revelatory power of a stained glass window, while 
sinuous organic lines visualize the outpouring and artful expression of ideas. While 
Tiffany’s items were visually motivated, other desk items on the market focused on 
enhancing the writing process in a primarily technical capacity. For example, the 
“Perfection Self-Feeding” penholders and the “Inexhaustible Magic Inkstand” 
prioritized functionality over adornment (fig. 82). Simple in their design, the benefits 
they offered to writers involved the avoidance of constant pen-dipping, and the 
“practicably unlimited” supply of fresh ink. Yet a constant ink flow alone offered no 
such promise of the “thought transmission” which could emanate from artful design. 
The flourishes of Tiffany’s desk items themselves extended onto the letter-writer’s 
page via pen and ink, folding the writer’s expressions into their decorative system.  
Their visual vocabulary of sinuous lines and stylized natural motifs were 
consistent with the expressive forms of art nouveau, an international style at the 
forefront of which was Tiffany around the turn of the century. Such forms were often 
integrated with writerly practice and materials in graphic design of the period. For 
example, in a French advertising illustration for Encre L. Marquet (Marquet Ink), an 
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allegorical figure of a woman is pictured in midst of the creative writing process, blank 
pages in one hand, feather quill in the other (fig. 83). Leaning over a harp, she gazes 
upward to a heavenly sky filled with art nouveau outlines of clouds, her sinuous hair 
converging with their calligraphic decorative shapes. This inspirational moment, the 
viewer is lead to believe, will result in her dipping the quill into the inkpot for “la 
meilleure de toutes les encres” (the best of all inks) and producing similarly sinuous 
forms onto the blank pages in her hand. The cover illustration for a 1895 issue of the 
Berlin-based periodical Pan features the figure of the Greek god peering out from 
behind elongated stems emerging from a flower, the petals of which are leaves of paper 
filled with ink (fig. 84). As though arising from the magazine’s pages themselves, the 
plant tendrils form the letters of the journal’s name, with shorter red stamens morphing 
into the issue’s date, 1895. This cover illustration demonstrates the way in which artists 
and designers imagined their decorative forms inspiring written communication, even 
converging with the handwritten word.  
 The larger communication infrastructures formalized by the “Etched Metal and 
Glass” desk set’s natural linear forms, were also discussed with reference to nature, as 
a growing urban forest. In order to accommodate the tangle of wires ‘blackening the 
city streets’ electric poles grew taller and taller, “to fifty feet in height, then sixty—
seventy—eighty,” journalist Herbert Newton Casson recalls in his 1910 book on The 
History of the Telephone. “Finally the highest of all pole lines was built along West 
Street, New York—every pole a towering Norway pine.”97 Upon these “pines” rested 
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127. Indeed, the poles were usually made from sixty-year-old trees—“a cedar, chestnut, 
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thousands of glass pin insulators, typically made in a variety of green and amber hues 
(figs. 85-86). Tiffany admired the color effects in this common use of green glass, its 
hue created by natural impurities in the sand, which were costly to extract. He felt it 
“had more beautiful quality in color-vibrations than any glass [he] could buy.”98 As a 
non-conducting material, the glass would protect the aerial wires from the utility pole 
while securing them in place overhead, thus enabling the iron wires to conduct 
communications in the form of electrical impulses. Reiterating the infrastructure’s 
materials of green glass and metal in its own construction, the physical media Tiffany 
used make his desk set further reinforces its function as a sort of conductor of 
communication. Its “grapevine” and “pine needle” patterns, too, echo the period 
rhetoric of these infrastructures as natural forms. With the eventual burial of the lines, 
Casson observed, the ‘wire nerves’ disappeared beneath the streets, “twining into the 
basements of buildings like a new sort of metallic ivy…that blossom[ed] at length into 
telephones.”99  
Writings on the industrial arts pointed to this convergence of the natural and the 
electric through the intersection of craft and technology. An essay in The Craftsman 
describes the productive use of “the wavy line” in metalwork, “with [metal’s] dominant 
characteristic of ductility.” The writer specifically discusses the “obscuration of plant 
or flower forms, as seen in the elaborate fixtures for electric lighting, designed in 
accordance with ‘l’art nouveau,’” noting that “[i]n some instances…the wires 
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themselves became an integral part of the design,—thus serving at once purposes of 
necessity and beauty.”100 In the American Bell’s 1892 “Desk Set,” for example, 
features a base with wavy art nouveau ornament, which transitions into the green cable 
connecting the telephone’s transmitter to its receiver (fig. 87). “More compact and 
decorative are the features of this Gay Nineties souvenir…the ornate base reflects the 
era’s taste,” notes a 1976 poster telling the “Bell System Telephone Story” in 
commemoration of the telephone’s 100th anniversary. Tiffany was a key proponent of 
electric lighting, collaborating, for instance, with Thomas Edison to design electric 
light fixtures for the Lyceum Theater in 1885, later writing of his studies and 
suggestions for the tasteful use of artificial illumination.101 The popular electric lamps 
produced by Tiffany Studios called upon stylized forms of flora and fauna informed by 
French art nouveau. In the “Wisteria Lamp,” for example (fig. 88), the electrical wire 
takes root from a base of attenuated vines climbing up into a shade of cascading 
blossoms, demonstrating the intersection Tiffany and his designers perceived between 
nature and electrical technologies. Embedded in these objects’ decorative flourishes is 
the convergence of the natural and the electronic.  
Unlike these industrial appliances, however, the desk set is unwired. It has no 
actual electrical function to naturalize. Its natural motifs, rather, serve a technologizing 
purpose through their evocation of the larger communication infrastructures of the 
outside world. This process can be explained by the pediatrician Donald Winnicott’s 
                                                
100 Irene Sargent, “The Wavy Line,” The Craftsman, Vol. 2, No. 3 (June 1902): 139. 
 
101 Tiffany, “The Tasteful Use of Light: Color in Artificial Illumination,” Scientific 
American, April 15, 1911, 378. 
 
 176 
notion of “transitional objects”—those which provide children an opportunity to play 
with and assimilate the outside world.102 In an era in which people were introduced to 
radically new and life-altering social technologies, the objects of Tiffany’s desk set can 
be viewed as “transitional” in this way, as a helpful bridge between new conceptions of 
self and other. As the architectural historian David Brett argues, “In the same way that 
a soft toy enables a child to play with the realities of the external world, so…decoration 
affords a similar process of play in the creation and understanding of architecture.”103 
Brought down to the scale of the individual these communication tools make 
manageable the society-altering structures that would challenge epistolary expression. 
Indeed, the communication trends of early-twentieth-century letter-writers were 
impacted by these new technologies. In prescriptive chapters on letter-writing in her 
well-known book Etiquette in Society, in Business, in Politics and at Home, Emily Post 
called for concision, observing the ways in which electronic telecommunication 
practices were displacing time-honored epistolary correspondence. “The art of general 
letter-writing in the present day is shrinking until the letter threatens to become a 
telegram, a telephone message,” she writes, comparing the hand-written letter’s 
increasing efficiency to the technologies that threatened to replace it.104  
Rather than operate as the antithesis of modern communication, Tiffany’s 
“Etched Metal and Glass” desk set embodies its structuring conditions. Condensed in 
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these objects are the complications of communication at this transitional moment. 
More than just organic ornament, their “grapevine” and “pine needle” variations 
demonstrate how decorative pattern could conduct complex expressions about the 
entanglements of epistolary practices and the technologized communication structures 
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